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Definitions of Key Terms 

Waste  Leftovers, excess or unwanted, discarded goods (Thesaurus, 2012). It 

can be broadly defined as any material that is thought to be useless to 

the owner. 

Waste picker  Someone who collects re-usable and recyclable materials from 

residential and commercial waste bins, landfill sites and open spaces in 

order to revalue them and generate an income (DEFF & DSI, 2020).  

Recycling  Processing and manufacturing activities to convert previously used 

materials into new products or inputs (DEFF & DSI, 2020).  

Scrap metal  Scrap metal includes copper, steel, brass, and iron. These metals can be 

recycled and sold for profit. These metals are present in your daily life, 

however, they are frequently discarded as undesired and useless waste 

(DEA, 2014). 

Formal sector  Formal sectors represent all jobs with specific working hours and 

regular wages and the workerôs job is assured. The workers are 

employed by the government, state, or private sector enterprises. It is a 

licensed organization and is liable to pay taxes (Sociology Group, 

2022).  

Informal sector  A sector which involves all jobs which are not acknowledged as normal 

income sources and on which taxes are not paid (WIEGO, 2020). 

Unemployment  Is characterised by loss of income, loss of confidence, eroding the 

relations which causes tensions and threatening of the social stability 

(Naftanaila, Braga & Zarnescu, 2016).  

Livelihood   A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (including both material 

and social resources) and activities required for a means of living 

(Chambers & Conway, 1991; DFID, 2000). 

Rural area:  A rural area is typically defined as a geographic region located outside 

towns and cities, characterised by low population density, small 

settlements, and vast open spaces primarily utilised for agriculture, 
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forestry, and natural resources. These areas often lack the extensive 

infrastructure and services found in urban settings, including healthcare, 

education, and transportation. Socioeconomic activities in rural areas 

are frequently centered around primary production activities like 

farming, most importantly subsistence farming (Rogers & Castree, 

2003; Woods, 2021)
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Abstract 

In South Africa, social inequality, unemployment, and poverty are widespread, particularly in 

the post-apartheid era. The rural Eastern Cape of South Africa vividly displays the injustices, 

as impoverished populations continue to face harsh situations and low living standards. Despite 

the government's commitment to raising living standards in rural areas, progress has been 

extremely slow, and women have borne the brunt of poverty, often being forced to eke out 

meagre existences by collecting and selling scrap to Durban's Buy-Back Centres (BBCs). This 

study sought to analyse the livelihoods of female metal scrap collectors in the rural Eastern 

Cape of South Africa using the sustainable livelihood framework (SLF) as a lens. Data from 

the study participants were gathered using both quantitative and qualitative data collection 

techniques, leaning on multiple or collective case study design. The study's population 

consisted of female scrap collectors who were found along the N2 highway, which runs through 

rural Eastern Cape.  The study was carried out in four phases: reconnaissance in phase one, 

quantitative research (questionnaires) in phase two, qualitative interviews in phase three, and 

data triangulation in phase four. Three case studies in the Eastern Cape from which data was 

gathered (Phase 2 and 3) have been identified as a result of the reconnaissance (phase 1), 

namely, Mthatha, Qumbu and Elliotdale (also known as Xhora). Convenient sampling was 

used to select the research sample in both phase 2 (quantitative) and phase 3 (qualitative 

interviews). Data was gathered through observations, semi-structured individual interviews, 

focus group discussions (FGD), and a survey questionnaire. Themes were identified using the 

components of the sustainable livelihood framework (SLF) and thematic analysis. SLF was 

used to analyse and present findings under the following SLF components, namely, 

vulnerability context, livelihood assets, transforming structures and processes, livelihood 

strategies and livelihood outcomes. A reliable and insightful analysis of the vulnerabilities 

faced by scrap collectors was made possible by the integration of the two sets of data, which 

also highlighted the participants' strengths in terms of the strategies they employed to secure 

their survival and means of subsistence for resilience. Recommendations are made concerning 

appropriate strategies for integrating scrap collectors into initiatives which are designed to 

grant social justice to groups who continue to be unfairly marginalised and to live in abject 

poverty more than two decades after the official demise of apartheid. 

Key words: Eastern Cape Province, poverty, South Africa, sustainable livelihoods framework, 

sustainable development goals (SDGs), unemployment, waste pickers, women 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND THE BACKGROUND  

1.1. Introduction  

Leading international institutions and organisations have made a number of specific 

commitments to improving the lives of disadvantaged populations throughout the world and at 

the same time preserving natural environments. The 2020 to 2030 Global Agenda for Social 

Work and Social Development Framework prioritises promoting social and economic 

equalities (International Social Work (ISW), 2014). The Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) that the General Assembly of the United Nations set in 2015, implicitly acknowledge 

that the ability to combat climate change, improve health and education, reduce inequalities, 

and promote economic growth, necessitates concerted measures to protect natural 

environments such as oceans and forests and other natural resources (United Nations (UN), 

2015).  

The South African government has endorsed the SDGs, as they accord with its own long-term 

strategy for development, Vision 2030 (Republic of South Africa (RSA), 2012), which is an 

explicit expression of a commitment to redress the socioeconomic injustices that characterised 

the apartheid era (Muleya, 2020). Although meaningful change to achieve social justice 

objectives in post-apartheid South Africa would necessarily entail creating opportunities for 

decent work and working conditions, enduring unemployment and poverty remain endemic, 

particularly in rural areas (Madlala, 2010; Hadju, Neves, & Granlund, 2020). The severe 

disruption of the economies of countries throughout the world by the global COVID-19 

pandemic has had particularly adverse consequences for developing countries, including South 

Africa.  

The COVID-19 pandemic in South Africa has been accompanied by an economic recession 

(Statistics South Africa, 2020), which threatened to bring the economy of the country to the 

brink of collapse. During this period, the official unemployment rate stood at 30.1 percent 

(Stats SA, 2020) and rose to an estimated 36.2 percent in the first quarter of 2021 (Stats SA, 

2021), owing to unstable socioeconomic conditions (Hlongwane, 2022). During 2022, the 

unemployment rate remained at 32.7 percent (Stats SA, 2022), and inched up slightly by 0.2 of 

a percent point in 2023, from 32.7 percent in the fourth quarter of 2022 to 32.9 percent in the 

first quarter of 2023 (Dludla, 2023), which is alarming for South Africaôs economic growth, 
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thereby continuing a 4-year trend of chronic unemployment. Inevitably, socioeconomically 

marginalised sections of society remain vulnerable particularly to its adverse effects, largely as 

a consequence of further diminished opportunities for employment (Ngumbela, 2020). Waste 

pickers, who had been eking out a living on the periphery of the informal economy long before 

covid reached South Africa and other countries, were among the vulnerable communities that 

were impacted (Ryan, Maclean & Weidman, 2020). At the time of the initial outbreak of the 

pandemic, the government of South Africa had been implementing policies [such as RDP, 

ASGISA, National Empowerment Fund (NEF), Lima Labantu, Black Economic 

Empowerment (BEE),  Medium and micro enterprises (SMMEs) development institutions in 

1995 etc.] that were intended to reverse the effects of at least a century of marginalisation and 

discrimination that predate the proclamation of the Union of South Africa in 1910 and the 

beginning of the implementation of apartheid policies from 1948 onwards (Mosala, Venter & 

Bain, 2017). The execution of these policies does not appear to be winning because it is mired 

in other structural and political issues that are dragging South Africa back and forth.   

The economy of the country had been severely weakened prior to the outbreak of the pandemic 

by the wholesale looting of state coffers that occurred as a consequence of alleged state capture, 

a term that the World Bank coined in about 2000. It was attributed to a corrupt relationship 

between the then-President of South Africa, Jacob Zuma1, and members of the Indian-born 

Gupta family, who had emigrated to South Africa in 1993 to establish a large business empire 

(Momokhere, 2018). It is possible to contend that the money that the instigators of state capture 

were able to launder could have been invested in socioeconomic development, to create 

opportunities for employment for marginalised and indigent South Africans, particularly young 

people. Although the disastrous effects of the unchecked corruption and their consequences for 

socioeconomically marginalised populations are undeniable, the definition of state capture that 

has been advanced by the World Bank deserves close scrutiny in the light of the failure of the 

attainment of democracy to ensure a better life for all South Africans. 

The government has presented lofty ideas and macroeconomic policies to remedy the situation, 

however no single attempt has been successful. As macroeconomic policies are intended to 

achieve macroeconomic equilibrium through the implementation of fiscal policy, which 

concerns government spending and taxation, and monetary policy, or control of the money 

supply by a privatised central bank, the consequences for public services were predictable. 

 
1 Former President Jacob Zuma was the president of South Africa from 2009 to 2018 and the alleged state capture 

occurred during his administration. 
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Achieving low inflation was predicated on low wages and high unemployment, sometimes 

cynically characterised as ólabour flexibilityô, and restructuring and mergers resulted in the loss 

of employment for hundreds of thousands of South Africans, whose impoverishment increased 

in post-apartheid South Africa (Pilger, 2006). While a growing black middle class flourished, 

the predicted trickle-down from new black wealth failed to materialise and vast swathes of the 

population have been, by default, confined to the informal economy of the country, in which 

the government has failed to invest sufficiently to reverse the widening gap between the 

affluent black middle class and the socioeconomically marginalised poor (Madlala, 2010:3; 

Skidelsky, 2009; Madlala, 2013; Francis & Webster, 2019; Padayachee, 2019).  

In the absence of the effective implementation of a viable and workable strategy for inclusive 

development, vulnerable populations, the majority of which are black, unskilled, and unable to 

find employment, are obliged to eke out subsistence existences through informal economic 

activities (Madlala, 2010; Blaauw, 2010; Xweso, 2019; Smith, Schenck, & Blaauw, 2021). 

Rising levels of chronic unemployment inevitably oblige large numbers of the youth of the 

country who are excluded from the formal economy to try to generate viable and sustainable 

livelihoods from activities in the informal economy (Madlala, 2010; Ramolelle & Xweso, 

2022). In South Africa, as is the case in many other countries throughout the world, informal 

economic activities include waste picking, domestic work, and working as car guards or day 

labourers (Blaauw, 2010; Xweso, 2019; Smith, 2020; van Wyk, Blaauw & Schenck, 2023). 

This study takes the form of an analysis of the ability of female waste pickers in the province 

of the Eastern Cape in South Africa to generate viable and sustainable livelihoods by collecting 

scrap metal.  

Waste picking has become a form of alternative informal income generation for many people 

throughout the world and enables from 60 000 to 90 000 people to become self-employed in 

the informal sector in South Africa (Yu, Blaauw, & Schenck, 2020). As most are either 

unskilled or semi-skilled (Viljoen, Blaauw, & Schenck, 2015), their prospects of obtaining 

employment in the formal sector are, in most cases, limited. People who collect waste are 

broadly defined in relevant available literature as self-employed workers who operate on a 

small scale (Samson, 2010; Schenck & Blaauw, 2011; DEFF & DSI, 2020; WIEGO, 2020) and 

are active mainly in urban informal economies (Viljoen et al., 2015). As waste is collected by 

waste pickers either for their own use or to sell to higher-level traders or buy-back centres 

(BBCs) to generate income, it represents a source of livelihoods for unemployed people 

(Viljoen, Blaauw & Schenck, 2019).  Although the contribution of waste pickers to local 
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economies tends not to be recognised owing to the nature of their work (Ramolelle & Xweso, 

2022), there is a growing realisation in South Africa that they have a crucial role to play in 

successfully combating the effects of pollution and depleted natural resources through 

recycling (Samson, 2020). Chapter 2 of this thesis covers the degree of recognition that is 

accorded to the contribution of waste pickers as informal workers to the management of waste 

at the local government level, in the policies and decisions of relevant authorities such as 

municipalities, thereby indirectly creating employment for waste pickers (Viljoen et al., 2015).  

Women who reside in the rural villages of the former Bantustans2 in the province of the Eastern 

Cape are generally among the most severely adversely affected by its widespread high levels 

of poverty (Westaway, 2012; Ngumbela 2021). In response, many of these women are obliged 

to adapt to their unfavourable socioeconomic circumstances by means of informal work, to 

support their families and households (Schenck et al., 2017; Xelelo, 2018). Cirhawu (2016) 

explains that in many instances, the women autonomously formulate and implement their 

strategies for survival in the absence of support from males. The study on which this thesis is 

based has been prompted by a recognition of a relative paucity of research into the phenomenon 

of waste picking in South Africa (Schenck et al., 2011; Cirhawu, 2016; Schenck et al., 2017; 

Xelelo, 2018) and other parts of the world (Women in Informal Employment, Globalising, and 

Organising (WIEGO, 2016). The studies of Schenck et al. (2017) and Xelelo (2018) show that 

women in the rural eastern Cape rely on scrap collection and selling for a living, which this 

study follows up on more thoroughly. In addition, it has also been necessitated by an 

acknowledgement of the need to investigate the consequences of the influence of the socio-

political factors that have resulted in the perpetuation of the marginalisation of large swathes 

of the population of South Africa, with respect to both the strategies that marginalised rural 

women have adopted to survive in enduringly harsh socioeconomic conditions and the manner 

in which social justice might ultimately be achieved by a developmental agenda. Accordingly, 

the researcher has undertaken to perform a comprehensive analysis to develop an in-depth 

understanding of the strategies of female scrap collectors to secure livelihoods in the rural areas 

of the province of the Eastern Cape of South Africa, as a significant population that attempts 

to combat severe poverty by making use of the resources that are readily available in the 

immediate surrounding environment. The analysis that has been provided to explain the 

circumstances of the research population of this study constitutes a reasoned and researched 

rebuttal of the insubstantial claim that the plight of South Africans who have not benefited 

 
2 Please refer to section 2.1 for a detailed explanation of Bantustans in South Africa.  
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appreciably from the transition to a democratic dispensation stems solely from the legacy of 46 

years of official apartheid.  

1.2. Background to the research problem  

Francis and Webster (2019) provide a succinct explanation of the paradox that is central to the 

severe poverty that continues to afflict a large segment of the population of South Africa, 

almost three decades after the official demise of apartheid, and the deeply ingrained inequality 

that persists in its aftermath. Although post-apartheid South Africa has one of the most 

progressive constitutions (RSA Constitution of 1996) in the world with respect to human rights, 

South African society remains one of the most profoundly unequal societies in the world. Their 

comprehensive analysis covers the successive introduction of the RDP, the GEAR programme, 

the Accelerated and Shared Growth Initiative for South Africa (AGISA) that replaced it in 

2005, and the National Development Plan (NDP), as interventions that were ostensibly 

intended to promote economic growth and social development (Francis & Webster, 2019). 

Their assessment that despite the ambitious objectives of the NDP, very little had been achieved 

with respect to implementation during the eight years from its introduction in 2011 to the 

publication of their paper in 2019 and targets such as the reduction of unemployment to 20 

percent by 2015 had not been met provided the basis for one of their most compelling 

conclusions (Francis & Webster, 2019). They contend that the poverty and inequality that 

persists in South Africa stems from a lack of implementation of policies and programmes, 

rather than any inadequacies in the programmes and policies that have been formulated and 

implemented with little success to date. Although determining the respective contributions to 

the enduring malaise of the lack of political will and the lack of capacity to implement policies 

and programmes effectively would be beyond the remit of this thesis, acknowledging the 

influence that they exert nonetheless allows the import of this study to be placed in an 

appropriate context. 

Of the nine provinces of South Africa, the Eastern Cape is one of the poorest. Levels of 

unemployment are high, particularly among young people. While the official unemployment 

rate in the Eastern Cape is given as 42.1 percent, the expanded definition raises it to 47.1 

percent (Stats Biz SA, 2023). It compares inauspiciously with those of all of the other provinces 

in South Africa, namely, Mpumalanga (48.2%), Gauteng (39.4%), Limpopo (49.6%), 

KwaZulu-Natal (47.9%), Free State (39.6%), Northwest (52.3%), Northern Cape (44.0%), and 

Western Cape (26.8%) (Stats Biz SA, 2023). Consequently, opportunities for employment are 
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generally fewer in the Eastern Cape than in the other provinces. As the province is mired in 

problems, from poverty to corruption and inefficient administration, its potential for 

development is often perceived to be fatally undermined (Felix, 2022). Acknowledging the 

alarming rate of unemployment in the province, the Premier, Oscar Mabuyane3, in his State of 

the Province Address (SOPA) in 2021, characterised the economy of the province as ñailingò 

(Nini & Hartle, 2021:1) and emphasised that drastic measures would be required to stimulate 

it and change the fortunes of the Eastern Cape.  

The poor socioeconomic conditions that continue to prevail in the province of the Eastern Cape 

have a specific historical context, as a significant portion of the land that province occupies 

were formerly ñBantustansò or ñhomelandsò during the apartheid era (Egero, 1991; Khunou, 

2009; Blalock, 2014). In 1970, the Bantu Homelands Citizenship Act that was promulgated by 

the government of the Republic of South Africa stripped black South Africans of their South 

African citizenship and declared them to be citizens of Bantustans, which were nominally 

independent statelets. Their creation was the fruition of the vision of grand apartheid (Blalock, 

2014). The two homelands for former South Africans of Xhosa ethnicity were Transkei and 

Ciskei. As it can be seen in the map in Figure 1, both areas were subsequently integrated into 

the province of the Eastern Cape upon the attainment of a democratic dispensation in 1994 

(Blalock, 2014). The intent behind grand apartheid was to ensure that black South Africans did 

not constitute a single large majority and to deflect charges of denying them fundamental rights 

as citizens of South Africa with the sophistic claim that they had rights in the homelands of 

which they had been made citizens (Alchetron, 2018). Migration to the towns and cities of 

South Africa to seek employment as a consequence of a lack of opportunities resulted in the 

homelands remaining largely underdeveloped rural areas in which poverty was often rife 

(Rodrik, 2008; Hadju et al., 2020). Citizens of Bantustans who elected to reside and work in 

urban areas of South Africa were required by the Group Areas Act of 1950 to reside in racially 

segregated areas, which were usually townships that were located far from the economic 

activities of the towns and cities (Khunou, 2009).  

 
3 In his State of the Province Address (SOPA) on 23 February 2021, Oscar Mabuyane, the Premier of the Eastern 

Cape, articulated the economic priorities for the province as the rate of unemployment approached 50 percent. 

https://www.dispatchlive.co.za/news/2021-02-24-eastern-capes-50-unemployment-mountain/  

https://www.dispatchlive.co.za/news/2021-02-24-eastern-capes-50-unemployment-mountain/
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Figure 1.2:1 Map of the former Transkei and Ciskei homelands 

(Source: Alchetron, 20184) 

Circular labour migration was the most common type of migration from rural communities in 

the former homelands in the Eastern Cape to urban areas in search of employment.  (Hugo, 

2013; Blinder, 2015). It is evident from the records that Xweso (2019) compiled of the 

movements of day labourers4 in the Eastern Cape that their circular labour migration entailed 

migration to urban and industrial centres to earn a living and occasionally returning temporarily 

to their families and homes in rural areas. As a result, migrant day labourers live as workers in 

one region and as heads of families in another (Hugo, 2013). This phenomenon is typically 

characterised as a reaction to negative causes, such as unfavorable environmental changes, 

population growth or greater economic pressure (Blinder, 2015). Piesse (2014), on the other 

hand, emphasises the impact of other factors, such as unemployment and economic inequality.  

In many instances, the opportunities for employment that attracted indigent residents of rural 

areas in the Eastern Cape resulted from the establishment of factories in the former homelands 

of Transkei and Ciskei, which were subsidised by the government of South Africa and 

frequently foreign-owned (Blaauw, Harmse, & Schenck, 2008). It is widely acknowledged that 

migration is often perceived to be crucial to survival when there are few prospects for 

 
4 Day labourers are typified in relevant available literature as men and women, in some instances, who wait each 

day at sites such as street corners and traffic intersections to secure informal and, usually, temporary employment, 

often work under unfavourable circumstances, and do not always succeed in obtaining employment for a day.  
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generating income (Maphosa & Morojele, 2013; Posel, 2020). Rees et al. (2017: 23) point out 

that migration from impoverished areas to seek employment is by no means unique to South 

Africa, as developed countries such as the United States also attract large numbers of migrants 

from poorer neighbouring countries who are in search of an improved standard of living 

(Migration Data Portal (MDP), 2021).  

As it has been explained, patterns of large-scale circular labour migration by men from rural 

areas to work on mines were established even before the proclamation of the Union of South 

Africa in 1910 (Rees et al., 2017). Poverty and inability to support families obliged men to find 

work on the mines and delegate the responsibility for taking care of households to women 

(Dlamini, 2016). The women, children, and the elderly were obliged to survive from 

remittances and whatever crops they were able to cultivate and livestock they were able to raise 

(Osita-Njoku & Chikere, 2015). Little development of human capital was possible, as children 

were often obliged to leave school to assist their mothers with the upkeep of their households 

(Osita-Njoku & Chikere, 2015). Patel (2015) explains that migration profoundly changes both 

social and family structures and traditional forms of social solidarity. The consequences of 

migration for rural women frequently oblige them to assume the roles of the heads of their 

households and single parents. As a direct consequence, they are also obliged to assume the 

burden of ensuring that their families are able to subsist and are frequently the sole or principal 

providers for their households, responsibilities that are often severely adversely affected by the 

limited and diminishing resources and means that they have at their disposal (Tewathia, 2011). 

Proliferations of labour migration in many countries have contributed significantly to 

increasing numbers of inhabitants resorting to waste picking to generate incomes (Blaauw, 

2010). Reports that were published by CHF International and Mythri Sarva Seva Samithi 

(MSSS) in 2010 revealed that in many countries throughout the world, owing to escalating 

levels of unemployment, every metropolis had large migrant populations, significant 

proportions of which had gravitated to waste picking as a means of survival. People who are 

drawn to working in the informal sectors of the economies of countries are often from 

socioeconomically disadvantaged sections of their societies, as it is the case in the province of 

the Eastern Cape in South Africa. It needs to be emphasised that even in the metropolitan areas 

of countries, poor people from marginalised segments of societies tend to be confined to their 

margins, are often neglected, and have little or no access to basic services (CHF International, 

2010; MSSS, 2010). In the absence of skills to render them employable, waste picking provides 

many with a potential means of generating sustainable livelihoods.  
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The commitment of South Africa post-1994 in adopting developmental social work which was 

a social policy approach introduced to address human development needs in the worldôs poorest 

nations following independence (Patel, 2022). It is worth noting that to alleviating poverty 

through social development framework makes it imperative for social workers who work in 

the field to assist and collaborate with women who engage in scrap collecting activities to 

provide for their households. In addition, advancing social development agendas prioritise 

enabling vulnerable populations to benefit from the development of human and social capital 

as a means of improving their well-being (Patel, 2015; Patel, 2022). The economic 

development of impoverished communities is a crucial component of social development, 

through the implementation of policies that create opportunities for members of vulnerable 

populations to obtain sustainable employment and generate sustainable incomes. Social 

workers who provide field services to vulnerable communities to meet developmental social 

work objectives are responsible for ensuring that economic development is accompanied by 

human development, encouraging the development of human capital, reducing social 

inequality, and fostering long-term social development (Dhludhlu & Lombard, 2017). 

1.3. Theoretical basis of the study  

The theoretical orientation that was adopted to guide the conducting of this study was informed 

by the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF) (DFID, 1999), owing to its emphasis on 

understanding the factors that increase or constrain the ability of poor populations to generate 

viable and sustainable livelihoods. Although the framework will be discussed in detail in 

Chapter 4, an introductory discussion is provided in the section that follows.   

1.3.1. The Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF) 

The Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF) was adopted by the former Department for 

International Development of the government of the United Kingdom in 1999 in its 

administration of foreign aid to advance the cause of sustainable development and eliminate 

poverty throughout the world. It has been applied in a number of poor countries, including 

developing countries, to respond to social ills such as extreme poverty and unemployment 

(DFID, 1999; Lombard, 2019). It is essentially a normative means of evaluating the livelihoods 

of poor people with respect to criteria such as vulnerability and their ability to make effective 

use of assets or resources at their disposal to achieve a degree of resilience that ensures their 

survival and increases their prospects for socioeconomic development. The framework has a 
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great deal in common with the conclusions of Van Breda (2018) pertaining to the use of 

resilience theory as a means of discerning the assets and resources that are available to poor 

populations to overcome their vulnerability by making effective use of them to generate viable 

and sustainable incomes (Nzeadibe & Mbah, 2015; DFID, 1999; Van Breda, 2018).  

1.4. Problem statement  

The high rates of unemployment that are endemic in South Africa and particularly high in the 

Eastern Cape. The Eastern Cape province is severely hampered by low growth, which has been 

worsened by high unemployment rates (ECSECC, 2021) as a result it has been revealed that in 

a further 148,000 workers joined the ever-growing ranks of the unemployed in the Eastern 

Cape (Stats SA, 2021; Nini & Hartle, 2021). The Eastern Cape currently has a 47.1% 

unemployment rate (Stats Biz SA, 2023), with poverty on the rise, particularly in rural areas 

(Westaway, 2012; Ngumbela, 2021). These deteriorating socioeconomic circumstances 

inevitably compel ever-increasing numbers of unemployed people to try to generate incomes 

in the informal economy. As it has been recorded throughout the developing world, waste 

picking is becoming an increasingly common means of generating income for unemployed 

people, largely as a consequence of the correspondingly increasing emphasis that governments 

throughout the world place on recycling, to reduce pollution and avoid the depletion of natural 

resources (Theron, 2010:1).  

The work of waste pickers typically entails sorting through, collecting, and selling waste to 

generate livelihoods. In many instances, it represents a precarious means of earning a living 

(Sambo, 2022) and can expose waste pickers to risks that could have adverse implications for 

the sustainability of their livelihoods. This research study is concerned specifically with the 

collection of waste in the form of scrap metal by women in rural areas of the Eastern Cape. It 

is important to emphasize the uniqueness of this current study in that it looks at a different 

stream of waste collected by women, which is scrap waste. Several studies in South Africa 

have focused on women and men in the informal sector who collect waste for survival; 

however, these studies have looked at street and landfill waste (Schenck & Blaauw, 2011; 

Sambo, 2022; Yu, Blaauw & Schenck 2020; Malele, 2022; Ramolelle & Xweso, 2022).  This 

present study particularly follows the exploratory study that Schenck et al. (2017) conducted 

to investigate the phenomenon of the collecting and selling scrap metal by women in the rural 

Eastern Cape. The findings of this study provided a comprehensive initial appraisal of the 

conditions under which female scrap collectors attempt to generate viable livelihoods. Among 



11 

 

the principal findings were the necessity for the rural women to rely on collecting scrap metal 

to survive in the absence of significant socioeconomic development in the rural Eastern Cape, 

the difficulty that they experienced in generating sufficient income to support their families 

adequately, the necessity of devoting insufficient time to care for their children, and the anxiety 

that resulted from trying to fulfil all of their responsibilities under extremely adverse 

conditions.  

This study was intended to extend the remit of the study that Schenck et al. (2017) conducted, 

with a specific emphasis on evaluating the livelihoods that female collectors of scrap metal in 

the rural Eastern Cape are able to generate, through a rigorous application of the Sustainable 

Livelihoods Framework (SLF) (DFID, 1999). One of its overarching aims was to provide 

social workers in the field of social development and community development practitioners 

with sufficient accurate and relevant data to incorporate into proposals for inclusion policies 

to integrate the contributions of female collectors of scrap metal in rural local economies into 

strategies to advance the cause of social development.  

1.5. Significance of the study 

The Sustainable Livelihoods Framework has gained considerable traction in social 

development discourse in a great many countries throughout the world in recent years, 

including South Africa. The dominant contribution of women to both recycling and local 

economies through the collecting and selling of waste materials is also becoming increasingly 

widely acknowledged throughout the world (Schenck et al., 2017; WIEGO, 2020). This study 

has the potential to significantly advance our understanding of topics, such as waste 

management and how it may help people in rural areas create sustainable and successful 

livelihoods, which has the potential to boost local economies. The study is intended to make a 

significant contribution to the domain of social work that is concerned specifically with the 

further development of sustainable livelihoods frameworks and related practices that are 

informed by direct consultation with those who are intended to benefit from the application of 

them. In this respect, its purpose is aligned closely with the fundamental commitment of 

developmental social welfare to support people to meet their specific needs (Patel, 2005). In 

accordance with the commitment of the Global Agenda for Social Work and Social 

Development to work towards achieving sustainability for natural environments and 

communities (ISW, 2014), a priority of the study is to increase the effectiveness with which 

the social work profession is able to advance the causes of environmental justice and fostering 
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sustainable socioeconomic development in poor communities. A core purpose of 

developmental social work is to advocate for social and economic justice for vulnerable 

populations and to align its work with the objectives of the Constitution of the Republic of 

South Africa (1996), particularly with respect to eradicating enduring imbalances and 

inequalities and upholding human rights and highlighting the need for equitable solutions to 

environmental issues.  

1.6. Research aim, questions and objectives of the study  

1.6.1 Research aim  
 

As the study was conducted in order to analyse the livelihoods of female scrap collectors in the 

rural Eastern Cape of South Africa using the Sustainable Livelihood Framework as lense to 

make the analysis, the following main research objectives were outlined:    

1.6.1. Objectives of the study  

The objectives of the study are indicated as follows:  

¶ Objective 1: To explore the context of vulnerability of female scrap collectors. 

¶ Objective 2: To investigate the livelihood assets of female scrap collectors. 

¶ Objective 3: To identify and analyse the policies, institutions and processes affecting 

the waste pickersô livelihood. 

¶ Objective 4: To explore, observe, and describe the livelihood strategies of the scrap 

collectors.  

¶ Objective 5: To analyse the livelihood outcomes of female scrap collectors. 

  

1.6.2 Research questions   

 

The following research questions were informed by the SLF:  

 

¶ What are the factors that affect the livelihoods of female collectors of scrap metal in 

the rural Eastern Cape adversely and render them a vulnerable population? 

¶ What are the livelihood assets of female collectors of scrap metal in the rural Eastern 

Cape? 

¶ How do existing policies, administrative procedures, and government institutions affect 

the livelihoods of female collectors of scrap metal in the rural Eastern Cape at present? 



13 

 

¶ What are the strategies that female collectors of scrap metal in the rural Eastern Cape 

adopt or develop to generate livelihoods? 

What are the outcomes of the strategies that female collectors of scrap metal in the rural 

Eastern Cape adopt or develop to generate livelihoods? 

1.7. The province and area in which the study was conducted 

The research study took the form of three individual case studies in the rural areas of Mthatha, 

Xhora (Elliotdale), and Qumbu. Mthatha falls under the King Sabata Dalindyebo Local 

Municipality, Xhora the Mbhashe Local Municipality, and Qumbu the Mhlontlo Local 

Municipality. All three are small municipalities in the province of the Eastern Cape and the 

women who participated in the study resided in rural areas within them. The sites at which the 

study was conducted were chosen after the women had been observed along the N2 highway, 

which runs through their rural communities. As the areas are underdeveloped, it was crucial 

to determine why they chose to engage in collecting scrap metal as a strategy for survival, 

rather than agricultural activities, which are generally the most common means of generating 

livelihoods in rural areas of South Africa. 

 

Figure 1.7:1 Map of the province of the Eastern Cape  

(Source: Google Maps) 

As it has been explained, socioeconomic development in the rural areas of the Eastern Cape 

has been sluggish in the decades that have followed the demise of apartheid in South Africa. 

As post-apartheid restructuring programmes have tended to neglect rural areas, they generally 
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remain economic backwaters, with few prospects of local economies being stimulated through 

a diversification of income-generating activities as a result of the identification of under-

exploited local assets and resources. These conditions have been further exacerbated by a lack 

of administrative capacity and endemic corruption, whose inevitable consequence has been 

poor service delivery, which compounds the adverse conditions under which inhabitants of the 

rural areas are obliged to eke out meagre subsistence existences (Ngumbela, 2021). The rural 

areas selected for this research study align with the goals of SDGs goal 1: No poverty (UN, 

2015), which are to eradicate poverty and promote human health and well-being. These areas 

are crucial for achieving the goals through sustainable socioeconomic development.  

1.8. Summary of the approach and research methodology that were 

adopted 

This section is devoted to brief summaries of the approach to the study that was adopted and 

the research design that was considered to be most appropriate for achieving its aims and 

objectives. 

1.8.1. Research design   

A multiple or collective case study research design was employed, which permitted differences 

to be discerned within and between cases (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Gustafsson, 2017). Maree 

(2010) explains that the term ñcase studyò can be used to describe a specific unit of analysis, 

such as a particular organisation, or a research method. One of the principal motivations for 

making this study a multiple case study that was conducted in three separate local 

municipalities in the rural Eastern Cape was the possibility of developing a refined 

understanding of the research topic by collecting data from several different research settings 

that were ostensibly similar in a number of significant respects (Yin, 2017).  A multiple case 

study research design also allows for the use of various data collection methods. 

1.8.2. Sampling techniques  

Owing to the nature of the study, it was necessary to use purposive non-probability sampling 

to select the research samples from each of the three research populations, for both the 

qualitative and quantitative components of each case study. It was imperative that the 

participants who were selected should be in a position to provide the types of data that were 

needed to carry out the study successfully, as it is explained in greater detail in Chapter 5.  
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1.8.3. Methods used to collect data 

Within the multiple case study design, data collecting from a range of data sources and types 

was a necessary component of the case study design (Crowe, Cresswell, Robertson, Huby 

Avery & Sheikh, 2011). This design made it possible to collect data for each case study using 

both quantitative and qualitative methods. A questionnaire administered by the researcher was 

used to collect quantitative and qualitative data. It included both open-ended and closed 

questions. The open-ended questions were included to provide more information on the 

answers to some of the closed-ended questions. The questionnaire was made available in two 

languages, isiXhosa and English, because these were the most widely spoken languages among 

the three municipalities' populations. After the quantitative data had been collected, cleansed 

and captured, the qualitative data collection began.  The inclusion of qualitative data was also 

motivated in part by a desire to gain more in-depth knowledge of the nature of the dynamics 

and social and cultural factors that underpin patterns of human social behaviour (Maree, 2011). 

The key research methodologies used to collect qualitative data in the case studies done in 

Mthatha, Xhora, and Qumbu were focus group discussions, semi-structured individual 

interviews and observations. Interviews were conducted at each place until saturation was 

reached, and no new information was obtained. 

1.8.4. Analysis of the data  

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software was used to analyse the 

quantitative data once they had been entered into Excel. The results were presented as 

descriptive statistics. When performing a research study, data are gathered, and descriptive 

analysis is utilised to identify the key features of the data. According to Babbie and Mouton 

(2001), it offers straightforward numerical summaries of the features of study samples that are 

relevant to certain researchers. The qualitative data was analysed by means of thematic 

analysis and the themes that the analysis generated were arranged and interpreted in 

accordance with the sub-questions that were informed by the SLF, namely, the factors that 

expose female collectors of scrap metal in the rural Eastern Cape to vulnerability, livelihood 

assets, the effects of existing policies, administrative procedures, and government institutions 

on their livelihoods, the strategies that they adopt to generate viable and sustainable 

livelihoods, and the extent to which those strategies enable them to do so. In order to present 

the data in a way that made the themes that came out of the thematic analysis of the qualitative 
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data meaningful in relation to the theoretical framework of the study, namely the Sustainable 

Livelihoods Framework, these categories were used as overarching themes.  

1.8.5. Trustworthiness of qualitative data and validity and reliability of quantitative 

data  

Since it is crucial to guarantee the reliability of qualitative data in social research, qualitative 

researchers must make a strong case for their work and show that it satisfies the standards for 

trustworthiness, namely credibility, dependability, transferability, and confirmability (Shenton, 

2004). On the other hand, validity and reliability criteria were used to analyse the quantitative 

data (Burns & Grove, 2006). The steps that were taken to meet each of these requirements are 

covered in Chapter 5.   

1.8.6. Ethical considerations  

All  practical steps were taken to uphold the ethical standards that govern any professional 

social science research. The University of the Western Cape's Senate Research Ethics 

Committee, which protects the welfare and rights of participants in all research studies 

conducted within its purview in accordance with international norms for ethical conduct, 

granted permission for the study to be carried out. The consent forms that participants were 

required to sign gave them the information they needed to decide for themselves whether they 

wanted to take part in the study. They also explained that participation was completely 

voluntary and that participants had the right to stop at any time without facing any kind of 

consequences. The study's participants were given the assurance that only information relevant 

to the study itself would be required of them, and that their privacy would not be in any way 

jeopardised. The identities of specific participants were not included in the interview 

transcripts, and fictitious names were given to them in order to protect their anonymity. 

1.9. Structure of the thesis  

This section provides an overview of the structure of the thesis and brief summaries of the 

content of each of its seven chapters. 

Chapter 1 is essentially a broad introduction to the research topic. It represents an attempt to 

place it in a meaningful historical context, before the discussion proceeds to an elucidation of 

the scope of the research study that is central to the thesis. It begins with a discussion of the 

background to the research problem, which is followed by a brief introduction to the theoretical 

framework by means of which the findings of the study were interpreted and evaluated, an 
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articulation of the research problem, and an assessment of the potential significance of the 

study. The research questions that were formulated to guide the conducting of the study and its 

objectives are presented and brief descriptions are provided of the socioeconomic conditions 

and the geographical locations of the areas in which the study was conducted. The approach 

that was adopted to conduct the study and the research design are summarised, which is 

followed by a brief overview of the research methodology, before the chapter concludes with 

a discussion of the ethical principles to which the researcher adhered at all times during the 

conducting of the study. 

Chapter 2 is devoted to an overview of the management of solid waste in South Africa and 

the constitutional and legislative frameworks by means of which it is regulated. Relevant 

literature pertaining to practices in both South Africa and other African countries is reviewed. 

The status of waste pickers and the extent to which they are integrated into formal systems for 

managing solid waste are also discussed, before the discussion concludes with an appraisal of 

the management of solid waste in the province of the Eastern Cape.  

Chapter 3 takes the form of a review of relevant available literature pertaining to the research 

topic, which begins with an assessment of the extent to which unemployment and poverty in 

southern African countries encourage indigent members of their populations to engage in waste 

picking as a means of survival. The literature that was consulted concerning the global 

phenomenon of waste picking provided an extensive survey of studies that have been 

conducted by researchers who have specialised in the field, both in South Africa and in other 

countries throughout the world. The literature review includes material pertaining to the 

informal sector of the economy, the role of waste pickers in it, and the hardships that they and 

other marginalised groups in the sector experience as they endeavour to subsist in the 

conditions that they are obliged to endure.  

Chapter 4 is devoted to a comprehensive discussion of the Sustainable Livelihoods 

Framework (SLF) (DFID, 1999), the theoretical framework by means of which the data was 

analysed. It covers the foundations, objectives, principles, and fundamental tenets of the SLF 

and its theoretical orientation, which encompasses participatory theories, social development, 

the strengths-based approach, and resilience theory. The chapter concludes with reflections on 

and critiques of the SLF.  

Chapter 5 is a detailed discussion of the research methodology, which expands on the aspects 

that were introduced in Chapter 1. The discussion of the settings in which the study was 
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conducted includes a justification of their selection. The methods that were used to collect and 

analyse the data are explained in depth and the chapter concludes with a comprehensive 

discussion of the ethical principles that apply to all professional research in the social sciences.  

Chapter 6 is devoted to a presentation and discussion of the findings. The quantitative and 

qualitative findings are discussed separately and merged together to provide a comprehensive 

analysis and comparison of the findings that emerged from the data that the three case studies 

generated, which are also evaluated in relation to the literature that was consulted to form the 

basis of the literature review.  

Chapter 7 presents a review of the research. It begins with an overview of the report and its 

results, then presents the conclusions that were formed from those findings and the 

recommendations that were made in light of those conclusions. It ends with suggestions for 

further study and closing remarks.  

1.10. Chapter summary  

The researcher has given a broad summary of the research issue and the study's methodology 

in Chapter 1. Its main purpose is to create a solid foundation for the structure of the thesis by 

introducing the issues that are expanded upon in each of the following chapters. As a result, it 

offers brief summaries of the pertinent existing literature, which is reviewed in Chapters 2 and 

3, the theory from which he derived the theoretical framework, the research methodology 

created to carry out the study, the steps taken to ensure the validity and reliability of the 

findings, and the ethical standards upheld throughout the study's conduct to ensure that the 

rights of the participants were respected. In the following chapter, present practices pertaining 

to the management of solid waste and the constitutional and legislative frameworks by means 

of which they are regulated are reviewed.  
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CHAPTER 2:  

PRACTICES PERTAINING TO THE MANAGEMENT OF 

SOLID WASTE IN SOUTH AFRICA AND THE 

CONSTITUTIONAL AND LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORKS 

THAT GOVERN THEM  

2.1. Introduction  

The effective management of solid waste is crucial to the health of populations and 

environmental sustainability in all countries throughout the world. The definition of ómanaging 

solid wasteô which Leblanc (2020:1) advances covers the generation, storage, transporting or 

transferring, processing and disposal of solid waste materials in a manner that accords best with 

considerations pertaining to public health, conservation and engineering, as well as with 

economic, aesthetic and other environmental considerations. The priority that is accorded to 

the responsible management of solid waste throughout the world is reflected in the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) (UN, 2015). The United Nations Conference on sustainable 

development in Rio de Janeiro (2012) marked the launching of a number of international 

initiatives to develop a set of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), to halt and reverse 

environmental degradation, eradicate poverty, improve education and healthcare, and promote 

sustainable socioeconomic development (Oelofse, 2021). Oelofse (2021) maintains that failure 

to strive to achieve all of the SDGs would preclude the effective management of waste. Four 

of the 17 sustainable development goals that are articulated in the declaration have particularly 

relevant implications for this research topic:  

¶ Goal 5 - Gender equality: Achieving this goal could potentially facilitate the 

integration of rural female waste pickers into the formal economy. 

¶ Goal 6 - Clean water and sanitation: The availability of clean water and sustainable 

management of water and sanitation, apart from the crucial role that they play in the 

creation of healthy living environments, necessitates concerted efforts to eliminate 

pollution and manage all forms of waste effectively.  

¶ Goal 11 - Sustainable cities and communities: This goal accords with the 

commitment of developmental social work to ensure sustainable socio-economic 

development in poor communities.  

¶ Goal 12 - Responsible consumption and production: This goal represents a 

commitment to decoupling economic growth from environmental degradation, 
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increasing the sustainable use of resources, and reducing the generation of waste 

through prevention, reduction, recycling and reuse. Achieving it would necessarily 

entail maximising the contributions of facilitators, such as waste pickers. 

The World Health Organisation emphasises that, owing to the increasing numbers of people 

who migrate to urban areas, it is crucial to prioritise the safe and effective management of waste 

(WHO, 2018). The primary objective of managing waste is to enable the populations of 

countries throughout the world to live in environments that are uncontaminated by solid waste, 

including medical waste, and to have the means to dispose of their domestic waste conveniently 

and safely (WHO, 2020). The following sections are intended to provide a comprehensive 

overview of practices pertaining to the management of solid waste and the legal frameworks 

by means of which they are regulated in South Africa and other countries. 

2.2. Solid waste and its effective management  

It is estimated that roughly 2.01 billion tonnes of municipal solid waste are generated 

throughout the world each year, with at least 33 percent not being managed in an 

environmentally sustainable manner (Omotayo et al., 2020). It has been contended that, as the 

problem is a complex one, its solution requires integrated assessments and the implementation 

of holistic strategies (Ferronato & Torretta, 2019). Consequently, Omotayo et al. (2020) 

suggest that protocols pertaining to the management of solid waste should be made more 

stringent in all countries, and that appropriate programmes for managing solid waste effectively 

should be formulated and implemented (Kocasoy, 2000). These assessments implicitly require 

the causes of the inadequate management of waste throughout the world to be identified. There 

is a general consensus that poverty and rapid urbanisation in both developing and developed 

countries are causal factors that contribute to the increased generation of waste (Kocasoy, 2000; 

Tunnell, 2008; Dladla, Machete, & Shale, 2016; Brandt, 2017; Nagpure, 2019), which, in turn, 

greatly exacerbates the difficulties that are associated with its management and safe disposal.  

Awareness of the highly undesirable consequences of inadequate management and unsafe 

disposal of waste has increased significantly in recent years (WIEGO, 2020). In response, 

developed countries in particular have formulated and begun to implement appropriate 

regulatory programmes. In Brazil, municipalities have integrated waste pickers into schemes 

to segregate categories of waste at its source in order to facilitate the sorting of waste that had 

been incorrectly disposed of (Dias, 2018). Although strategies for managing waste are 

implemented in countries that have acknowledged the need to do so, in many developing 
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countries, including South Africa, primitive and largely ineffective methods are still used, such 

as the dumping of unsorted waste at open and unregulated sites (Kocasoy, 2000; AfriForum, 

2020).  

2.3. Strategies for managing solid waste in other countries  

As explained in the previous section, environmental contamination as a consequence of the 

inadequate management of waste is a global concern (Ferronato & Torretta, 2019). This section 

is a survey of the methods that are used to manage waste in countries outside of South Africa. 

Bing et al. (2016) concluded, from a comparative analysis of municipal practices pertaining to 

the management of solid waste in a number of different countries in the European Union, that 

achieving targets that are set for recycling household waste required a multi-disciplinary 

evaluation of strategies, such as the methods that were used to collect and separate waste into 

categories and logistical arrangements, which needed to be integrated into holistic strategies. 

In addition, Ferronato and Torretta (2019) maintain that it is crucial to promote sustainable 

development in developing countries by enabling them to combat the effects of environmental 

contamination through the effective management of waste.  

The Global Waste Management Goals of the United Nations Environment Programme is an 

integral component of its sustainable development agenda, whose core values are articulated 

through the SDGs. The priorities of the goals are intended to enable developing countries to 

strive to emulate the success that some countries have achieved with respect to managing solid 

waste in a manner that ensures the sustainability of their environments. Among the goals that 

are to be achieved by 2030 are ensuring access to adequate, safe and affordable collection 

services for solid waste for all populations, eliminating uncontrolled dumping and open burning 

of waste, and the sustainable and environmentally sound management of all types of waste, 

particularly hazardous waste (Wilson & Velis, 2015). These goals articulate the objectives that 

countries that have endorsed the SDGs have undertaken to achieve by 2030, in an overall 

commitment to environmental sustainability. It will become evident, as the present discussion 

proceeds, that the strategies which different countries have adopted to achieve them vary 

considerably.  

In India, the regulations that govern the management of waste, which are based on the 

precautionary principle of sustainable development and the ñpolluter paysò principle (Lahiry, 

2017), have proved to be a highly effective means of ensuring that local municipalities and 
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commercial enterprises act in an environmentally accountable and responsible manner. The 

increased generation of waste that has accompanied economic development has prompted the 

drafting of secondary legislation under the umbrella of the Environment Protection Act (EPA) 

of 1986 to regulate the treatment and disposal of waste. Categories of waste are subject to 

specific regulations and compliance generally involves authorisation procedures, the 

maintenance of records and stipulated procedures for disposal (Lahiry, 2017).  

Brazil also makes extensive use of legislation and policies to prohibit the environmentally 

destructive management and disposal of waste (Lima et al., 2014). Consulting relevant 

literature revealed that the body of applicable legislation included the National Environmental 

Policy (NEP) (Law no. 6938/1981), the National Solid Waste Policy (PNRS) (Law no. 

12305/2010) and the National Policy on Environmental Education (PNEA) (Law no. 

11445/2006). To coordinate the implementation of the legislation at all levels of government, 

the promulgation of the NEP resulted in the development of the National Environment System 

(SISNAMA) and the creation of the National Environment Council (CONAMA). The priorities 

of these policies centre mainly on the reduction, reuse, recycling, treatment and appropriate 

disposal of municipal solid waste, including energy recovery systems, to minimise damage to 

the environment and public health (Alfaia, Costa & Campos, 2017). Lima et al. (2014) have 

concluded that encouraging the establishment of landfill sites and the use of other technological 

innovations, endeavouring to secure the closure of unregulated dumps, and the implementation 

of effective strategies to manage municipal solid waste in the states and municipalities of Brazil 

have together contributed significantly to achieving the objectives of the legislation and 

policies that have been covered in this section. 

2.4. Efforts to manage waste in Africa 

The Agenda 2063: The Africa We Want (2013) strategic socio-economic transformation 

framework, which has been developed to achieve prosperity for the African continent over a 

50-year period through inclusive growth and sustainable development, articulates ten specific 

aspirations to guide the transformation of the continent (African Union Commission (AUC), 

2015). The Implementation Plan (2014ï2023) sets specific goals to be achieved during the first 

ten years, including the transformation of existing strategies for managing waste and combating 

the uncontrolled dumping of waste (AUC, 2015). Agenda 2063 was prompted by the realisation 

that the urban population of Africa was increasing at a greater rate than that of any other 

continent (3.5% per annum) and that the generation of waste, as is the case in other developing 
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regions of the world, is fuelled by the world's waste trade and trafficking, population expansion, 

rapid urbanisation, a rising middle class, changing consumption and production patterns, and 

rapid urbanisation. (UNEP, 2018). Figure 2.4:1 illustrates changes in the spatial distribution of 

waste that is generated daily per capita in African countries.  

 

Figure 2.4:1 Spatial distribution of daily generation of waste per capita in African 

countries in 2012 (A) and 2025 (B)  

(Source: Africa Waste Management Outlook ï UNEP, 2018)  

Of the estimated 125.0 million tonnes of municipal solid waste that were generated in 2012, 

81.0 million tonnes were generated in sub-Saharan Africa (Scarlat et al., 2015). Figure 2.4:1 

illustrates that the per capita generation of waste by North African countries was generally 

higher than that of sub-Saharan countries. The significantly higher levels that are projected for 

2025 (Figure 2.4:1 B) underscore both the necessity and the urgency for taking effective 

measures to reverse this trend by reducing the amount of waste that is discarded as refuse. The 

steps that have been taken to manage waste in African countries are discussed in the sections 

that follow.  

The coordinated and systematic management of waste is relatively in its infancy in many 

developing countries, including many African countries, such as Nigeria (Abila & Kantola, 

2013). Inadequate management of municipal waste in Nigeria is potentially hazardous to 

human health and contributes significantly to the pollution of air, water and land (Abila & 

Kantola, 2013). As has been the case in other countries, increased urbanisation in Nigeria has 

inevitably resulted in a corresponding increase in the production of municipal solid waste 

(Ogechukwu & Emeka, 2020). The methods that are used to respond to the problem of 
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uncontrolled waste by different authorities whose purview concerns the management of solid 

waste vary from traditional methods to the implementation of strategies to minimise waste, as 

well as those that integrate the use of modern technology (Ogechukwu & Emeka, 2020). 

Traditional approaches to managing solid waste generally neglect sorting it into categories. 

Consequently, it is usually collected in bags or other types of containers and transported to 

disposal sites. Apart from the hazards that result from the steadily proliferating dumping of 

pollutants as quantities of municipal solid waste continue to escalate, these practices are 

inherently unsustainable. By contrast, strategies to minimise waste prioritise reduction, reuse 

and recycling, which accord with the priorities that drive the strategies for managing waste in 

South Africa (Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment (DFFE), 2020) and those 

of many agencies that are tasked with the management of waste in Nigeria (Awopetu et al., 

2013). Thompson, Afolayan and Ibidunmoye (2013) developed a system that made extensive 

use of modern technology to enable relevant authorities in the Ondo State in Nigeria to plan 

effectively and tackle problems pertaining to the management of waste. Besides facilitating 

communication between the authorities and the public, and the separation of waste into 

recyclable and non-recyclable categories, they used geographical information system (GIS) 

technology to allocate and relocate refuse bins. GIS technology has also proved to be a highly 

effective means of minimising the costs that are entailed in the collection and transportation of 

waste, by permitting the plotting of optimally cost-effective routes. In addition, GIS and remote 

sensing technology have been used to assess sites that are most suitable for the disposal of 

waste (Ogechukwu & Emeka, 2020).  

Chatira-Muchopa, Chidarikire, and Tarisayi (2019) maintain that, in Zimbabwe, the principal 

factors that have contributed to dramatic increases in littering and pollution as a consequence 

of unmanaged waste are neglect with respect to ensuring cleanliness in living areas, population 

growth and anti-social behaviour, such as illegal dumping. By contrast, implementing sound 

strategies for managing waste in an effective and sustainable manner not only enables waste to 

be controlled, but also provides opportunities for employment. Chatira-Muchopa et al. (2019) 

explain that the management of solid waste in Zimbabwe falls within the purview of the 

Environmental Management Agency (EMA). The EMA is a statutory body whose 

responsibilities include ensuring that natural resources are managed in a sustainable manner, 

the environment is protected, pollution and degradation of the environment are prevented, and 

appropriate plans to manage and protect the environment are formulated and implemented. As 

Section 70 (1) of the EMA Act stipulates that ñ[n]o person shall discharge or dispose of any 
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waste in a manner that causes environmental pollution or ill health to any personò, any person 

or organisation whose activities result in the generation of waste is legally obligated to 

implement measures to minimise its potentially harmful consequences through practices, such 

as the treatment, reclamation or recycling of waste.  

The review of the existing research appears to indicate that although the legislation that has 

been promulgated in African countries to combat uncontrolled waste ï and which has been 

reviewed - represents a recognition of the need to protect natural environments from the 

polluting effects of waste, there appears to be almost no evidence of attempts to integrate 

unemployed or informal workers, such as waste pickers, into strategies for increasing the 

effectiveness with which  waste is managed or reduced. Consequently, it appears that the 

potential of waste pickers making a crucial contribution to the successful management of waste, 

and thus promoting socio-economic development through increased employment in poor areas 

and communities, remains largely unrecognised and unacknowledged. The discussion in the 

following section of strategies that are implemented at present to manage solid waste in South 

Africa provides the context in which strategies for integrating waste pickers into initiatives to 

align the management of waste with the priorities of ensuring environmental sustainability, 

prevention of environmental degradation, and socio-economic development should be 

evaluated. 

2.5. Strategies for managing waste in South Africa  

The review of relevant available literature revealed that despite the policy framework that has 

been developed for the management of waste in South Africa, the internationally recognised 

goals of ensuring the sustainability of natural environments and the prevention of 

environmental degradation remain elusive (Department of Environmental Affairs (DEA), 

2011; Niyobuhungiro & Schenck, 2020; DEA, 2020). Eberhard (2018) points out that, although 

significant strides have been made with respect to policy and the regulatory environment for 

managing waste in South Africa over the past 15 years, practice continues to fall short of 

fulfilling the intent behind these policies and regulations. Accordingly, it is necessary to make 

an appraisal of the policy and regulatory framework through which solid waste is managed in 

South Africa at present. This is to determine in what respect environmental sustainability and 

combating environmental degradation could be advanced in a manner which simultaneously 

promotes socio-economic development in poor areas and communities.  
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The amended National Waste Management Strategy (NWMS) (DEA, 2011; DEA, 2020) of the 

Department of Environmental Affairs summarises the conditions under which waste is 

managed in South Africa at present as follows:  

¶ Increased volumes of waste that are generated as a consequence of a steadily growing 

population and economy place increased pressure on infrastructure for managing waste, 

the capacity of which is already inadequate in several respects. 

¶ The increased complexity of the waste stream that results from urbanisation and 

industrialisation directly affects the complexity of its management, which is 

compounded when hazardous waste is mixed with general waste. 

¶ A historical backlog of services for disposing of waste safely, particularly in urban 

informal areas, tribal areas and rural formal areas, continues to result in unpleasant 

living conditions and polluted, unhealthy environments. 

¶ Because the submission of data pertaining to the generation and disposal of waste is not 

obligatory, the general understanding of the main waste flows and national waste 

balance tends to be limited. In addition, in those instances in which data are available, 

they are often unreliable and contradictory. 

¶ Present policy and the regulatory environment do not actively implement the Waste 

Management Hierarchy.  

¶ There is a general lack of infrastructure for recycling which would facilitate the 

separation of waste at its source and the diversion of waste streams to facilities for 

recovering materials and buy-back centres. Although some progress has been made by 

municipalities in some provinces of South Africa, practice tends to lag behind the aims 

and objectives of policy and to fail to meet the targets of particular strategies by 

considerable margins.  

¶ Increasing pressure on outdated waste management infrastructure and declining levels 

of capital investment and effective maintenance is endemic in local governments 

throughout South Africa. 

¶ As the management of waste in forms that ensure the sustainability of natural 

environments and prevention of environmental degradation entails considerable costs, 

consumers, business organisations and industrialists generally prefer to dispose of 

waste rather than to pursue options that prioritise environmental sustainability.  

¶ As few options are available for managing waste through treatment, their cost generally 

exceeds the costs involved in consigning waste to landfill sites. Although it needs to be 
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acknowledged that more options are becoming available, progress continues to be slow 

in relation to the aims of policy and the targets that are set for strategies that are 

implemented. 

¶ A severe shortage of adequate, compliant landfill sites and facilities for managing 

hazardous waste hinders the safe disposal of just hazardous waste streams. The urgency 

of this problem has increased significantly in several municipalities in South Africa.  

On the basis of this assessment, the National Waste Management Strategy (2020) recommends 

the following courses of action to facilitate the development and implementation of policies to 

ensure the effective management of waste in a manner that prioritises environmental 

sustainability and prevents environmental degradation: 

¶ Measures to support public and private investment in enforcing extended producer 

responsibility (EPR) legislation, to ensure that producers fulfil their responsibility of 

preventing the disposal of products after they have been used, by assuming the 

responsibility of implementing alternative measures of disposal, financing their 

implementation, or both. 

¶ Incentives to motivate behavioural change, particularly with respect to the 

internalisation of the social and environmental costs of waste, to ensure that producers 

and consumers alike take responsibility for preventing the proliferation of waste. 

¶ Promoting environmental awareness among consumers and producers concerning the 

design of products with regard to the selection of raw materials, manufacturing 

procedures that do not damage the environment, and the use of products and their 

treatment when they are discarded in a manner that contributes to environmental 

sustainability. 

¶ Sound institutional arrangements that facilitate decision-making through increased 

collaboration and consultation with relevant stakeholders in government, the private 

sector, research institutions and civil society, supported by a bedrock of scientifically 

generated data and methodologies.  

¶ The efficient dissemination of continuously updated information to both the public and 

private sectors to communicate the benefits of measures which prevent the proliferation 

of waste, including the prevention of environmental pollution and the depletion of vital 

natural resources, through adhering to the priorities of the Waste Management 

Hierarchy, which are depicted schematically in Figure 2.5:1. 
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The Waste Management Hierarchy stipulates procedures for reducing and managing waste in 

descending order of preference and is a component of the Guidelines for National Waste 

Management Strategies of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP, 2013). It 

informs policies in South Africa for managing waste throughout its lifecycle, through the 

formulation and implementation of appropriate programmes (National Waste Management 

Strategy, 2020). All parties involved in the decision-making process, including local 

governments and their contractors, are required to follow the Waste Management Hierarchy. 

(National Waste Management Strategy, 2020). 

 

Figure 2.5:1 Waste Management Hierarchy  

(Source: Department of Environmental Affairs, 2018) 

2.6. The Constitution and the legal framework pertaining to the 

management of waste in South Africa  

The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (Act 108 of 1996) provides the foundation 

for policies pertaining to environmental regulation in South Africa. The necessity for adequate 

environmental protection and the right to live in an environment that is not harmful to health 

or well-being is articulated in Section 24 of Chapter 2 of the Bill of Rights. From a similar 

standpoint, Guillerm and Cesarit (2015: n.p.) emphasise ñthe right of every person of present 

and future generations to live in an environment adequate to his or her health and well-beingò. 

The Constitution, as the principal umbrella policy that governs the management of waste, 

prioritises the following specific objectives:  

¶ Prevention of pollution and ecological degradation 

¶ Promotion of conservation 
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¶ Ecologically sustainable development and use of natural resources in an overall 

endeavour to achieve economic and social development to overcome enduring 

disparities and inequalities.  

The fundamental right to healthy living environments that is entrenched in the Constitution 

provides the basis for environmental policy and legislation, the priorities of which are 

articulated by the National Environmental Management Act (NEMA), 1998 (Act No. 107 of 

1998). The framework for environmental legislation represents a decisive reforming of 

legislation pertaining to the management of waste and its regulation and, for the first time, 

provides a coherent and integrated framework for implementing the Waste Management 

Hierarchy. Figure 2.6:1 depicts the óthree Rsô, or the principal priorities of the hierarchy to 

minimise the disposal of waste, namely, óReduceô, óRe-useô and óRecycleô. 

 

Figure 2.6:1 The three Rs on which the sustainable management of waste is based 

(Source: Adapted from Eberhard, 2018) 

Among the additional guiding principles that the NEMA introduced into South African 

environmental legislation are a lifecycle approach to managing waste, an emphasis of the 

responsibilities of producers of waste, the precautionary principle, and the ópolluter paysô 

principle. It also places a óduty of careô on any person or entity whose actions result in 

significant pollution or degradation of the environment, which requires them to institute 

measures either to prevent pollution from occurring or to minimise and rectify pollution or 

degradation in instances in which they cannot reasonably be avoided. The óduty of careô 

provision obliges producers of waste to take reasonable measures to implement the Waste 

Management Hierarchy. Section 146 of the Constitution assigns concurrent legislative 

competence to national and provincial government with respect to the environment and 

controlling pollution. In addition, it assigns exclusive provincial legislative competence to local 

Recycle 

Reduce 

Re-
use 
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governments concerning decisions pertaining to cleaning and the removal of refuse, refuse 

dumps, and the disposal of solid waste. In instances in which national uniformity is required to 

ensure that specific objectives are accomplished effectively, the Constitution allows national 

legislation to set national norms and standards. The norms and standards that have been set 

with respect to the implementation of the Waste Management Hierarchy provided the 

foundation for the regulatory system that is articulated through the promulgation of the Waste 

Act of 2008 (Act 59 of 2008). The Act obliges the national government to develop norms and 

standards for the implementation of primary regulatory practices, while it is also accorded the 

latitude to develop additional norms and standards for the regulation of ancillary functions. 

Provinces and municipalities are also permitted to develop standards that are tailored to local 

conditions, provided that they do not conflict with national standards. 

2.7. The role and status of informal waste pickers in the management of 

waste in South Africa  

Waste pickers in developing countries are often drawn from marginalised and vulnerable 

groups, such as recent migrants, unemployed and disabled people, and women and children 

(Medina, 2008:1). As an inevitable consequence, their potential to contribute to the economies 

of countries by playing a significant role in recycling activities is frequently unrecognised. The 

conclusions that Schenck and Blaauw (2011) drew from their study concerning the failure to 

harness the potential of integrating informal waste pickers into effective strategies to promote 

social development through the sustainable management of waste and the marginalised status 

of waste pickers in South Africa are depicted diagrammatically in Figure 2.7:1. Owing to the 

lack of integrated strategies and the fragmented nature of endeavours to manage waste in 

accordance with the priorities of the Waste Management Hierarchy at the time of conducting 

this study, municipal systems for managing waste have been precluded from integrating 

informal waste pickers into their strategies (Schenck & Blaauw, 2011). The findings of a study 

that Samson (2012) conducted in Soweto in South Africa provide compelling insights into the 

ability of informal waste pickers at refuse dumps to reclaim value from waste that had been 

discarded and also to make a significant contribution to environmental sustainability by 

reducing volumes of discarded waste. More recent literature reveals that local municipalities 

in South Africa generally appear to have become marginally more aware than they were in the 

past of the need to include informal waste pickers in their strategies for managing waste 

(Samson, 2020a). In addition, the Waste Act 59 of 2008 also recognises the necessity of 
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including informal waste pickers in systems that are implemented to manage waste in South 

Africa.  

 

Figure 2.7:1 Schematic depiction of strata of recycling activities in South Africa 

(Source: Schenck & Blaauw, 2010) 

By contrast, the crucial role that waste pickers play in the sustainable management of waste is 

evident in many developed countries outside of South Africa. Gerdes and Gunsilius (2010) cite 

the example of Cairo in Egypt, where it would not be possible to implement the South Africaôs 

present system without the contributions of large numbers of waste pickers and scrap 

collectors. The role of waste pickers in a cycle of sustainable management of waste is illustrated 

in Figure 2.7:2.  

 

Figure 2.7:2 The waste cycle  

(Source: Schenck & Blaauw, 2011) 
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2.8. Factors that contribute to the continued marginalisation of informal 

waste pickers in government policies  

As it has been pointed out, despite the formulation and attempted implementation of a wide 

range of strategies, policies and programmes to facilitate the restructuring of the South African 

economy in the aftermath of the apartheid era, socio-economic inequalities have widened, 

wealth has become increasingly concentrated in the hands of elites, and economic growth and 

development have been retarded by crippling levels of unemployment, with rural areas being 

generally among the most adversely affected (Schenck et al., 2017). It is against this 

background that policies and initiatives to advance socio-economic development in poor and 

marginalised areas should be evaluated.  

Although the South African government acknowledges the value of recycling and recognises 

that recycling can help to increase the sustainability of the environment, the livelihoods of 

impoverished communities, and contribute to the GDP of the country, the absence of political 

will, which would have been expressed through coordinated legislation, policies and strategies, 

has largely precluded the achieving of significant results (Schenck, Blaauw & Viljoen, 2016). 

While the adoption of the National Waste Management Strategy (NWMS) in 2011, as a 

provision of the National Environmental Management Waste Act no. 59 (2008), provides an 

explicit regulatory basis for integrating informal waste pickers into formal systems for 

managing waste, appropriate strategies for doing so in a manner that enables socio-economic, 

developmental and environmental objectives to be achieved need to be formulated and 

implemented.  

The lack of a sufficiently holistic approach to integrating informal waste pickers into formal 

systems for managing waste can be traced back at least as far as the Polokwane Conference of 

the ANC in 1998. Although emerging entrepreneurs were encouraged to open buy-back centres 

(BBCs), little attention was paid to coordinating the activities of waste pickers, whose crucial 

role entails the collecting and supplying of waste to operations, such as buy-back centres and 

recycling companies (Langenhoven & Dyssel, 2007; Mamphitha, 2011; Samson, 2012; 

Sobuce, 2012). It could be contended that the tendency to exclude informal waste pickers from 

the policies and legislation that regulate the sector in which they operate stems largely from 

their activities being confined to the margins of formal operations, which effectively denies 

them recognition as constituting a crucial component of formally implemented systems for 

managing waste and the economic empowerment that should accompany it. The implications 

of successfully integrating informal waste pickers into the operations of agencies that are 
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mandated to manage waste in accordance with the objectives of socio-economic development 

and ensuring the sustainability of the environment are covered in depth in the sections that 

follow. 

2.9. Priorities of integrating informal waste pickers into the formal waste 

sector  

It is essential to understand the manner in which informal waste pickers should be integrated 

into formal strategies for managing waste, as the concept of integration has a wide range of 

different implications, and its meaning is largely dependent on the contexts to which it is 

applied (Samson, 2020b). Consequently, approaches to integration are generally influenced or 

determined by specific objectives. In the case of informal waste pickers, their integration 

reflects both the manner in which governments intend to formalise their work and the extent to 

which they intend to do so (Kashyap & Visvanathan, 2014). From the perspective of a social 

development agenda, the integration of waste pickers has two principal dimensions. The first 

is social inclusion, which entails giving waste pickers access to stable employment in the 

official employment sector as a way to improve their quality of life. In addition, integration 

can maximise the value of waste within the waste value chain while increasing service delivery 

efficiency. 

2.9.1. The concept of social inclusion  

Social inclusion entails increasing the ability of populations, particularly disadvantaged, 

marginalised and vulnerable segments of populations, to improve the terms on which they 

participate in society ï for instance, with respect to improved opportunities and access to 

resources. Consequently, ensuring increased participation and social inclusion for waste 

pickers entails formalising their work through policies and formal structures (Sekhwela, 2017). 

Kashyap and Visvanathan (2014) contend that social inclusion for informal waste pickers 

encompasses empowerment, recognition, protection, secure employment and personal 

development within the waste sector, which could include the support that is needed to organise 

and formalise their operations through the establishment of small, micro and medium 

enterprises (SMMEs) or non-governmental organisations (NGOs) (Springloop Cooperative 

U.A., 2015; Godfrey, Strydom & Phukubye, 2016; Aparcana, 2017). 

Assisting waste pickers to form SMMEs necessitates the establishment of controlled, regulated 

and legalised frameworks to monitor their contributions to the recovery of crucial resources at 
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particular locations in the long term. Viljoen et al. (2015) concluded from the findings of their 

study that social inclusion for waste pickers could be achieved by integrating their operations 

into systems for managing waste by managing landfill sites in a controlled manner that affords 

equal opportunities to all collectors of waste. Conversely, Kashyap and Visvanathan (2014) 

hold that integration could be optimally achieved through inclusive policy and formalisation to 

legitimise the informal sector. While inclusive policy would legitimise and institutionalise the 

operations of waste pickers, the formalisation of their labour could entail assistance to form 

cooperatives (Godfrey et al., 2016). As informal waste pickers constitute significant portions 

of the "lost and invisible" populations of many developing countries (Kashyap & Visavanathan, 

2014), formulating and implementing policies that recognise their contributions to national 

economies, as well as supporting them through integrative opportunities would make a 

significant contribution to fulfilling the objectives of social inclusion and socio-economic 

development. 

Several researchers whose work is relevant to the research topic of this study (Dias, 2011; 

Kashyap & Visvanathan, 2014; Godfrey et al., 2016; Viljoen et al. 2015; Samson, 2020b) 

characterise integration as entailing broad inclusive programmes that advance the full 

integration of informal waste pickers into municipal systems for managing waste. 

Consequently, integrated systems are predicated on national, state and municipal legislation 

and regulations to ensure effective integration. Successful integration programmes necessarily 

entail the adoption of people-centred approaches, which emphasise the role of informal waste 

pickers in decisions pertaining to the collection of recyclable materials and the channels 

through which they are recycled (Dias, 2011).  

Samson (2020b), who has conducted extensive relevant research in South Africa, explains that 

municipalities are responsible for implementing programmes to facilitate the integration of 

informal collectors of waste for recycling, whom she places in the broad category of 

óreclaimersô. She emphasises that the amount of research that has been conducted pertaining to 

such integration in South Africa is indicative of the progress that has been made to formalise 

the integration of informal reclaimers. She also advocates that subsequent research should 

prioritise documenting experiences of integration, evaluating the forms that integration has 

taken and their effects, identifying successful interventions to facilitate integration, and 

developing proposals for formulating appropriate policy. This is a policy-oriented angle that 

Samson (2020) is suggesting, which will assist the ultimate vision of reclaimer annexation. 
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Among the facets of social inclusion that Samson (2020b) identifies are the registration of 

reclaimers, their empowerment through creating and supporting cooperatives, as well as their 

integration into separation-at-source (S@S) activities. The empowerment and registration of 

reclaimers accords with the National Waste Management Strategy 2020 of the Department of 

Environmental Affairs, which envisages the integration of reclaimers into the formal waste 

sector (DEFF, 2020). A technical report which Samson (2020b) published prioritises the 

formulation and implementation of programmes to empower and integrate reclaimers. These 

programmes would provide training to develop necessary skills and equipment, such as 

personal protective equipment (PPE) and trolleys. Needs analysis workshops would be 

conducted, a video produced to facilitate a shift in public perceptions of reclaimers, forums for 

reclaimers would be established (particularly in the larger cities of South Africa), as well as 

registration. The report also reveals that many municipalities throughout the country have 

adopted the creation of cooperatives as a strategy to facilitate the integration of reclaimers, 

owing to the priority that both the national and local governments accord to cooperatives in 

social development agendas as the only viable means for ensuring that reclaimers are 

successfully integrated and receive funding. Samson (2020b) also points out that municipalities 

had created programmes particularly to include reclaimers in the 'official' S@S system. For 

these schemes, reclaimers had to organise into cooperatives that received routes, trucks and 

drivers in exchange for selling materials to a predetermined buyer.  

The literature consulted does not specifically focus on the impact of stakeholder collaborations 

as an effective tool to raise awareness of the issues encountered by waste pickers across the 

world. For instance, in the South African context, the recognition of waste pickers is still 

gaining momentum, and thus stakeholder collaboration is an integral part of driving the 

integration of reclaimers. Municipalities should begin by establishing óforumsô as Samson 

(2020a) found that it is important to establish forums in order to speed up the process of 

reclaimer integration. These forums would be valuable platforms on which different 

stakeholders could interact on issues pertaining to waste reclaimers and their integration in the 

waste sector. Stakeholders in society hold the most important position for convincing 

policymakers to see the need for integrating waste pickers in the vast waste management sector. 

Stakeholders should be the drivers in implementing a variety of programmes, including 

supporting those which researchers and initiatives (Springloop Cooperative U.A., 2015; 

Aparcana, 2017) have suggested as shown in the table below.  
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Table 2.9.1:1 Types of interventions to achieve waste picker integration 

 

Source: Aparcana (2017) and Springloop Cooperative U.A. (2015) 

It must be emphasised that South Africaôs laws hold municipalities responsible for the 

integration of waste pickers in the municipal waste management. For instance, in the study 

which Reyneke (2012) conducted, a tangible recognition of waste pickers was noticed in the 

Tshwane municipality, where the landfill waste pickers on the Garstkloof landfill site were 

allowed to organise themselves with regard to how they operate on the landfill site. Reyneke 

also noted that the formation of committees amongst waste pickers would allow them to 

manage their waste picking on the landfill site. Reyneke further suggests that the exercise of 

committee formation would not only facilitate the ófunctioningô of waste pickers, but could 

also be the vehicle for claiming recognition through legislation, policies and strategies. This is 

supported by Schenck et al. (2017) who noted that that waster reclaimersô inability to 

participate in the space of policymaking is one of the major reasons why policy deliberations 

preclude them from functioning within the waste management sector.  

Complementary to the work of Reyneke (2012), Samson (2020:41) suggests the following 

interventions to promote reclaimer integration.  

¶ Registration of reclaimers  

¶ Provision of equipment (trolleys, truck, bailing machines, etc.)  

¶ Provision of space for sorting and storing materials  

¶ Provision of person protective equipment (PPEs)  

¶ Provision of infrastructure (materials recovery facilities, warehouses, recycling centres, 

etc.) 
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¶ Training and provision of training facilities  

¶ Education and training for officials  

¶ Education campaigns for residents regarding who reclaimers are, the contributions they 

make, and how to support them 

¶ Creation of participatory structures and agreed approaches to develop and implement 

integration  

¶ Support for formulation of cooperatives  

¶ Recognition of reclaimers as experts in the sector and their needs  

¶ Transparency and accountability of government officials and industry  

¶ Funding for municipalities and reclaimer organisations  

2.9.2. Service delivery efficiency 

The concept of social inclusion is not divorced from service delivery efficiency. Inclusion of 

waste pickers in the formal waste management sector aligns with the principle of actualising 

efficient waste management systems, as well as effective service delivery, by the local 

municipalities (Sekhwela, 2017). Further, Paul, Jaque, Revena, and Villamour (2012) provide 

the following definition of integration to reflect the element of service delivery and its 

efficiency: integration attempts to link the informal waste sector with the formal to improve 

the efficiency of the waste management sector and create new opportunities for employment. 

From this definition it is clear that waste pickers are essential service providers and an 

important resource in the waste sector as municipalities across the globe, especially in urban 

spaces, face ever growing challenges concerning the control of waste produced by the 

population.  Samson (2020b) once pre-empted that governmentsô failure to recognise that 

reclaimers are part of essential waste management services is placing additional strain on 

municipalitiesô waste management efforts.   

Sekhwela (2017) further notes that integration of waste pickers encourages municipalities and 

reclaimers to enter into partnerships to achieve efficient and effective service delivery. 

Similarly, Kashyap and Visvanathan (2014) are of the view that the resultant efficient service 

delivery would ensure minimum environmental pollution. It is important to note that one vital 

aspect of waste picker integration is their participation in decision-making within the waste 

management process and recognition of the public service they supply (Nowicki, 2019; 

Samson, 2020b).  
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Sekhwela (2017) adds that the integration of waste pickers by municipalities in different cities 

will be different owing to the context, and thus should be viewed holistically from an angle of 

service efficiency. For example, Samson (2015) reports that in Latin American countries, such 

as Brazil, Columbia and Argentina, integration has been facilitated through well-developed and 

individualised models of reclaimer integration in the public service. In a nutshell, interlinking 

reclaimer integration within the waste management plans of respective countries and 

municipalities in particular, reinforces a continued endeavour of ensuring waste control and 

service efficiency. 

2.9.3. Principles for waste picker integration - the guide for South Africa  

Waste picker integration should also be founded on key principles that complement the 

necessity and urgency of integrating waste pikers. In the South African context, the Department 

of Environment, Forestry and Fisheries and the Department of Science and Innovation (2020) 

have identified the following ten principles that underpin waste picker integration: 

1. Recognition, respect and redress ï The importance of waste pickers in the recycling system 

is recognised and taken into account. Waste pickers work in a respectful manner. Unequal 

power relations between waste pickers and municipal and industrial officials, as well as those 

based on gender, ethnicity, class, and nationality, are acknowledged and addressed. 

2. Value waste pickersô expertise ï Officials cannot claim to understand what waste pickers 

desire, how changes in the recycling and waste management systems affect them, what the 

ideal form of integration would be, or how waste pickers function. Waste pickers' needs and 

interests, as communicated by waste pickers, are the foundation of successful integration 

programmes. 

3. Meaningful engagement ï Legitimate platforms are developed to include waste pickers as 

significant equal stakeholders in recycling program decision-making and waste picker 

integration. Waste pickers are encouraged to organise themselves into cohesive groups in order 

to represent themselves better. 

4. Build on what exists ï The informal system of waste pickers for collecting, preparing, and 

selling recyclables is recognised and valued, and serves as the foundation for the development 

of new formal recycling programmes and contracts. 

5. Increased diversion and cost effectiveness ï New waste picker integration and recycling 

initiatives increase diversion of recyclables from landfills through cost-effective means. 
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6. Evidence-based - Waste picker integration and recycling policies and programmes are 

evidence-based. Piloting programmes can assist in generating necessary evidence as 

information generated through monitoring and evaluation contributes to revision and future 

developments.  

7. Enabling environment ï Enabling environments for waste picker integration are created at 

national, provincial and local levels.  

8. Improved conditions and income ï Policies and programmes promoting waste picker 

integration and recycling increase waste pickers' working conditions, income and social 

security. Alternatives are provided for waste pickers, and they are compensated for any 

displacement, deterioration of conditions, or loss of revenue caused by official waste picker 

integration and recycling programmes and contracts. 

9. Compensation for services and savings ï Waste pickers are paid for the collecting services 

they provide, the costs avoided by municipalities and industry as a result of their services, and 

the environmental advantages they give. 

10. Holistic integration  ï To successfully integrate waste pickers, communities, industry and 

government must change their perceptions of and engagement with waste pickers. Pickers of 

waste are recognised as active and equal players in political, economic, social, cultural and 

environmental activities. 

2.9.4 Guidelines for waste picker integration in South Africa  

The Department of Environment, Forestry and Fisheries (2020) has introduced guidelines for 

waste picker integration in South Africa. This important document outlines the seven key steps 

that should be considered in the process of actualising the waste picker integration process. The 

steps are explained in the sections which follows.  
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Figure 2.9.3:1 The seven steps for waste picker integration in South Africa  

(Source: Department of Environment, Forestry and Fisheries, 2020) 

STEP 1: PREPARE  

The preparation phase is an inception for the holistic waste picker integration process. óPrepareô 

in this context means that organisations in the pipeline of waste picker integration, such as 

municipalities, should establish internal working teams that will be steering the waste picker 

integration process. Such teams should include local stakeholders and NGOs with relevant 

experience, skills and knowledge. The teams need to understand the urgency of waste picker 

integration and take into cognisance that the process of integration is null and void without the 

involvement of waste pickers themselves.  

STEP 2: PARTNER  

The foundation of this phase was laid during the preparatory phase. Once the internal team had 

gained a thorough understanding of waste picker integration, as well as the organisation's 

current recycling and waste picker programs, it would be well-equipped for engaging with 

waste pickers and asking them to work with it on developing the integration programme. The 

inclusion of all waste pickers and current waste picker organisations is crucial. Even if such an 

organisation already has a committee that interacts with waste pickers, it is not advisable to 
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assume that this is the best forum for doing so because it may not be fully inclusive and may 

have entrenched power dynamics that would thwart the growth of a new working relationship. 

STEP 3: PLAN  

In order to develop the most appropriate plan for integration, stakeholders should follow the 

steps below: 

¶ Rectify existing problems. 

¶ Register waste pickers. 

¶ Meet key needs. 

¶ Integrate waste pickers in the development of new programmes. 

It's crucial to remember that stakeholders are not required to select just one type of integration 

strategy for waste pickers. It is also helpful to test out several strategies to discover which ones 

perform best in particular situations, and to make adjustments to these strategies when 

circumstances change. In-depth strategies can be used as stakeholders gain experience and 

competence and as the groundwork for integration is firmly established.  

STEP 4: ENABLE  

A supportive environment is needed for waste picker integration to be successful. Using a 

variety of different intervention methods, municipalities and businesses should emulate the 

national government's commitment to building an enabling environment throughout the 

country. Priorities should be established for the most crucial and realistic types of interventions, 

and timetables should be created for the remaining ones.  

STEP 5: INSTITUTIONALISE  

Integration of waste pickers would only be given priority if it was mentioned in important 

planning and strategy papers. These would include the Integrated Development Plan (IDP) and 

the Integrated Waste Management Plan (IWMP) for municipalities. Business plans and strategy 

documents should be available from industry, enterprises, and other organisations. 

STEP 6: IMPLEMENT  

Complete implementation could start after the Waste Picker Integration Plans (WPIP) have 

been formally adopted. However, it would be crucial to keep in mind that implementation need 
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not wait for the plan to be approved. After topics have been decided upon by the working group, 

a first set of tasks should be undertaken as quickly as feasible to address urgent issues - and if 

such tasks can be addressed with current resources.  

STEP 7: REVISE  

The WPIP would need to be continuously revised once all steps have been taken, depending 

on the lessons learned from monitoring and assessment, as well as new needs and contexts. 

More WPIPs might be devised as a result of plans being revised.  

2.10. Waste Management in the Eastern Cape Province  

Waste management in South Africa is a national issue across all its provinces. Increased 

urbanisation of towns and cities has a significant impact on the amount of waste produced per 

municipality (Schenck & Blaauw, 2010). It must be highlighted that the foremost reason why 

the lack of adequate waste management is a national issue is that, if not addressed, it will 

potentially lead to environmental pollution.  

The Eastern Cape Province, on which this study focuses, is amongst the poorest provinces in 

South Africa, and is characterised by large rural spaces. The geographical look, [and] 

economic, societal, agriculture conditions of the Eastern Cape reflect the historical injustices 

of the apartheid era (Jarana, 2018), which have been alluded to in Chapter 1 of this thesis. 

Poverty and hunger are the major challenges which the Eastern Cape Province is still trapped 

in (Ngumbela et al., 2020), and unemployment levels are very high (47.1%, Stats Biz, 2023).  

Waste picking and waste management in the Eastern Cape is thus a foremost sector that 

provides opportunities of employment for many people. Muringa (2021) posits that these 

employment opportunities are only accessible when industries and communities are generating 

waste. For the unemployed population, this means that, by engaging in waste management 

activities they not only generate an income for themselves but also benefit the municipalities, 

particularly in the Metros with large numbers of unemployed people. For instance, in 2019 the 

Eastern Cape authorities committed themselves to an estimated R 17.9 million budget for waste 

management projects across municipalities in the province (Poti, 2019) with the intention of 

creating jobs while at the same time cleaning up the environment. Thus, with reference to job 

creation opportunities in the Eastern Cape through waste management, it must be emphasised 
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that the current socio-economic position of the province can be improved if the following 

aspects5 in Figure 2.7 continue to be the major priority.  

 

Figure 2.10:1 Eastern Cape Department of Environmental Affairsô key priorities of the 

Waste Management Project  

(Source: Poti, 2019). 

The priorities in Figure 2.10:1 are the provincial targets with regard to waste management. It 

is important to note that it is the mandate of all municipalities across the country to ensure that 

the following key areas are prioritised as stipulated in the 2012 Local Government 

Environmental Management Report (2012:09):  

¶ the determination of waste disposal strategy  

¶ the regulation of waste disposal 

¶ the establishment, operation and control of waste disposal, bulk waste transfer facilities 

and waste disposal facilities for more than one local municipality  

In light of the above, it is evident that, in the Eastern Cape, there is still much to be done given 

that significant quantities of waste, including recyclables, are still disposed of to landfills. 

Furthermore, some landfill sites in the Eastern Cape are not up to standard (Table 2.10:1). In 

2020 AfriForum audited6 135 landfill sites nationwide as part of its national project to measure 

the standard of landfill sites in South Africa. Only one of the six landfill sites that were audited 

in the Eastern Cape adhered to national standards. In terms of applicable legislation and 

regulations, including the National Environmental Management Waste Act (No. 59 of 2008), 

 
5 Eastern Cape Tackles Waste Management, https://www.sabcnews.com/sabcnews/eastern-cape-tackles-waste-

management/  
6 AfriForum Auditing Landfill Sites in the Eastern Cape in 2020, https://afriforum.co.za/en/the-state-of-the-

eastern-capes-landfill-sites/  
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a landfill site must adhere to at least 80% of specific standards to be considered compliant with 

legislation.  

Table 2.10:1 The state of the Eastern Cape landfill sites (2015-2020) 

 
Source: AfriForum landfill audit report (2020)  

The information presented in Table 2.10:1 identifies an import feature within waste 

management scenarios. This involves the mechanisms that should be in place at all times to 

monitor the progress in waste management. The subsequent audit and compliance report by 

AfriForum are presented in Table 2.10:2 below, for the years 2015ï2022. It appears that the 

status of these landfill sites does not comply completely.  
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Table 2.10:2 The state of the Eastern Cape landfill sites between 2015 ï 2022 

 
Source: AfriForum landfill audit report (2022)  

Table 2.10:2 shows that there are variances in terms of compliance among the different 

municipalities in the Eastern Cape. It appears that there are even landfill sites within these 

municipalities that do not comply despite the fact that mechanisms are in place to ensure that 

they do adhere to regulations. However, some municipalities still lag behind in terms of 

monitoring that process. The following section addresses these mechanisms that should be 

applicable in all provinces. 

2.10.1. Mechanisms to monitor the progress in waste management  

The national focus on reducing waste requires that strict mechanisms are put in place to monitor 

the progress of waste management. To this end, the following mechanisms are suggested by 

the Department of Environmental Affairs.  

¶ Municipal by-laws  

In terms of reducing waste, the local bylaws are crucial. Based on the national standards, they 

will establish service standards for managing and directing the disposal of solid waste, sorting, 

compacting, and storing solid waste, as well as controlling litter. By 2020, 95% of urban 

households were to have access to sufficient levels of service, according to the National 

Strategy.  

¶ Raising awareness  

According to the National Strategy, the strategy to raise awareness of waste management needs 

to be built on municipal campaigns that are developed and carried out in collaboration with 

local stakeholders, such as the labour industry, civil society and NGOs. Eighty percent of towns 

should launch campaigns regarding waste and littering, according to the aim for local 
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awareness initiatives. Ultimately, raising public awareness and putting waste management 

programmes into practice should lead to visually cleaner towns and cities, a decline in unlawful 

dumping, and the effective implementation of source separation programmes.  

¶ Integrated waste management planning  

According to Section 11(1) of the National Environmental Management: Waste Act (59 of 

2008), which specifies that the national and provincial departments in charge of waste 

management must create integrated waste management plans, this is now a mandate under the 

law.  

1. In order to ensure the sustainable delivery of services to communities and to foster 

social and economic development, municipalities are expected to engage in 

developmentally oriented planning (Constitution, Section 152, and Municipal Systems 

Act, Section 23). Therefore, ensuring effective, accessible, cost-effective and 

environmentally friendly services is a major goal of municipal services planning. A 

waste management plan must be linked with each municipality's Development Plan and 

must address the socio-economic, technical, financial, institutional and environmental 

challenges that are relevant to this service in all municipal regions. The Waste Act 59 

of 2008 outlines the precise requirements for the creation of an Integrated Waste 

Management Plan.  

2. In accordance with the law, each municipality must create an Integrated Waste 

Management Plan (IWMP). 

3. This plan needs to be integrated with the country's Integrated Development Plan and 

approved by the appropriate province MEC. 

4. A municipality must adhere to the consultative process suggested in Section 29 of the 

Municipal Systems Act before finalising its integrated waste management plan, either 

as a separate process or as part of the consultative process relating to its integrated 

development plan as suggested in that section (Waste Act, s11(7)(b)).  

This strategy should:  

a. contain a scenario analysis (population and area development profiles, 

waste generation assessment, assessment of provided collection services 

and estimate of persons not receiving a collection service), 
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b. develop a plan to enhance waste management, including goals and efforts 

for waste minimisation, re-use, recycling, and recovery targets and 

initiatives, 

c. plan for the provision of adequate disposal facilities, 

d. specify the financial resources needed to make the plan a reality and 

identify the funding sources, including user fees for the plan's execution, 

e. describe the plan's implementation, including any plans for hiring outside 

service providers if and when necessary,  

f. provide for reporting on progress in the implementation of the plan in 

terms of a set of key performance indicators. 

The national target was for all municipalities to have an approved Provincial Integrated Waste 

Management Plan (PIWMP) by 2015. Municipalities across all provinces in South Africa are 

taking promising steps to implement such a plan (AfriForum, 2022).    

2.10.2. Eastern Cape Integrated Waste Management Plan 

The Eastern Cape Department of Economic Development and Environmental Affairs 

(DEDEA) has adopted a Provincial Integrated Waste Management Plan (2009/2010), which 

was then amended in 2019. This PIWMP is based on six priorities. Their implementation and 

implications are discussed below:   

¶ Strategic Priority 1 - Improved Strategic Waste Planning 

In the Eastern Cape Province, Priority 1 promotes the creation of policies for better solid waste 

management in each municipality. In accordance with the National Waste Management 

Strategy (2020), certain regulations should be adopted. The Eastern Cape Province's PIWMP 

states that all waste management policies should be thorough and founded on an analysis of all 

waste produced and disposed of in the relevant locations. Additionally, these plans must be 

evaluated every five years in order to be updated and to establish the goals and targets for the 

subsequent five years (PIWMP, 2009).  

¶ Strategic Priority 2 - Improved Waste Services and Facilities 

The PIWMP foregrounds the ideal that all municipalities across all cities in the province should 

improve their waste management services. Waste should be collected from all sections in the 

residential areas and disposed of responsibly. Furthermore, the PIWMP draws attention to the 

need for an increased capacity in all district municipalities to run waste collection services in 

an efficient and effective manner.  
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Figure 2.10.2:1 Summary of Priority 2 of the Eastern Cape Provincial Integrated Waste 

Management Plan (PIWMP) 

The PIWMP determined that the following efforts have to be taken into account to promote 

waste minimisation in all areas:  

¶ Community members are trained in recycling to reduce the amount of waste dumped in 

pits and burned. 

¶ Local schools are involved: Green/eco clubs are established at schools and incentives 

are offered to encourage ongoing participation.  

¶ Composting and gardening projects that will benefit communities are established. 

The Eastern Cape Province views the aforementioned programs as the only effective ways to 

reduce the province's burden of unmanaged waste and eventually have an impact on 

neighbouring provinces.  

¶ Strategic Priority 3 - Improved Recovery and Recycling 

Maximising recycling potential is the goal of the Eastern Cape's Priority 3 of the PIWMP. The 

most crucial stages in the waste management hierarchy are waste minimisation and avoidance, 

hence it is crucial that these practices are promoted as much as possible.  

Due to a lack of enthusiasm and a lack of acceptance as a practical means of generating cash, 

recycling has not been effective in the smaller and more rural towns in the Eastern Cape 
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Province. Another factor contributing to these regions' low recycling rates is their distance from 

markets.  

Priority 1 emphasises the necessity for the development of a provincial recycling strategy. This 

implies that recycling opportunities would be present throughout the province, and recycling 

could be successful if the right coordinators or community champions were involved. This 

approach would serve as the cornerstone for local municipalities' efforts to promote local 

recycling and should provide them with the resources they may need to do so. It would be the 

coordinators' or community champions' duty to make sure that the quantities of recyclables are 

acceptable and are collected on a regular basis. Recycling firms in the larger centres could be 

approached to help with the necessary infrastructure. To maximise the value of recyclable 

materials and stop the risky scavenging and material recovery that occurs at waste disposal 

facilities, at-source separation should be promoted. 

¶ Strategic Priority 4 - Improved Institutional Functioning [management] 

The objectives of Priority 4 are as follows:  

a) An appropriate capacity within the Eastern Cape Department of Environmental Affairs 

(EDEA) to implement the PIWMP 

b) Designated waste management officers (WMO) 

c) Institutional capacity building for waste management 

d) Development of waste by-laws in all LAs 

This priority focuses more on increasing and improving the capacity for effective institutional 

functioning with regard to waste management. It also highlights that, in the Department of 

Environmental Affairs, it is the MEC's duty to designate an officer at the provincial level who 

will be in charge of coordinating activities pertaining to waste management in the province. In 

order to coordinate all facets of waste management in that province, local municipalities 

designate waste management officers, with whom the provincial waste management officer 

will be in contact. 

¶ Strategic Priority 5 - Improved Financial Management of Waste Services 

Priority 5 of the PIWMP places a strong emphasis on improving waste budgeting procedures 

and institutional capacity building for waste management funding. Many municipalities in the 

province have identified a major barrier to improving waste management operations as a 

shortage of money for waste management services, according to the PIWMP. Since waste 

management had long been considered a low priority, budgetary resources had been allotted 
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for it far less frequently than for other services. It is necessary to reassess how municipal funds 

are prepared and distributed. However, over the past few years this has changed as the national 

government has recognised the necessity to prioritise waste management. The relevant national 

budget is allocated annually (SA National Treasury, 2019). The table below is a representation 

of the national budget/expenditure estimates for 2019/20 ï 2021/22 with waste management 

highlighted in yellow.  

Table 2.10.2:1 The 2019 estimates regarding national expenditure (2019/20 ï 2021/22) 

Source: South African National Treasury (2019) 

The Estimates of National Expenditure (ENE) publications describe in detail Governmentôs 

expenditure plans over a period of three financial years, also known as the medium-term 

expenditure framework (MTEF) period. The 2019 MTEF period is 2019/20 to 2021/22. 

Compared to the budget allocation for waste management (2016/2017-2018/2019), namely 

Waste Management report (DEA, 2018/19) the 2018/2019 MTEF budget estimates validate the 

point highlighted above: that the Government is beginning to realise the importance of 

prioritising waste management across the provinces in South Africa.  

¶ Strategic Priority 6 - Improved Information Management and Monitoring 

The National Waste Information System was launched in several provinces, one of which was 

the Eastern Cape Province. Since the pilot project, all registered waste generators and recyclers 

have been able to enter waste data into the web-based waste information system, which is 

subsequently utilised to generate reports and provide a central location for data collection. The 

lack of waste information recording or its inadequate utilisation, however, prevents this system 

from being exploited to its full potential. Local municipalities, or whoever is in charge of 

managing waste disposal facilities, should be held accountable for waste disposal data 

collection and system data capture.  
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The PIWMP notes the limitations of the waste information system (WIS). It is recognised that 

in the short-term:  

a) the WIS will not be a tracking system of waste from the point of generation to final 

disposal, 

b) the level of confidence attached to the data may be low but will improve over time as 

capacity is built in Government to verify accurately all data and information provided 

by local authorities and industry. 

2.11. Chapter summary  

This chapter provided an overview of the waste management practices both in South Africa 

and in other countries around the world. The Constitution, as the framework which provides 

legislation and related policies for waste management, has been discussed. The growing 

populations in urban spaces in South Africa and other countries have contributed significantly 

to waste generation. Thus, the present discussion also highlighted the critical importance of 

minimising waste generation. Furthermore, the inclusion of waste pickers in the formal waste 

management processes has been emphasised, as they are an important factor that would help 

municipalities manage waste disposal in the landfill sites. The inclusion of waste pickers in 

formal waste management would also provide opportunities for employment for those who 

work in the informal sector. Until recently there appeared to have been little recognition of 

waste pickers in this regard. The formulation of guidelines for waste picker integration in South 

Africa is a promising move, that is yet to be implemented. It is worth noting, though, that some 

municipalities have recognised the importance of waste pickers, as the latter help clean up cities 

and save municipalities from having to manage waste crises. The context of the Eastern Cape 

has also been discussed, as well as the steps taken by provincial entities to manage waste. 

However, largely, waste is deposited at landfill sites, and some municipalities do not comply 

with the waste management structures despite the existing relevant guidelines reviewed in this 

chapter. Waste management remains important for Africa as a whole, as the Agenda 2063: The 

Africa We Want (2013) offers a vision of controlling waste in countries on this continent.
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CHAPTER 3: 

UNEMPLOYMENT, POVERTY AND WASTE PICKING  

3.1. Introduction  

This chapter examines literature on the topic of waste picking and draws on the work of both 

South African and international scholars. Prior to designing a research study, a review of 

literature is conducted to gain a comprehensive understanding of the specific topic that 

prompted the research, as well as a critical understanding of the events or phenomena to be 

investigated in order to identify areas that have not been adequately covered in existing bodies 

of knowledge (Fouche et al., 2021).  

In the case of this present study, ówasteô is the subject matter which this chapter will discuss. 

Waste has become a global problem which has, thus far, been observed to contribute 

significantly to a countryôs economy (Schenck & Blaauw, 2011). Schenck and Blaauw (2011) 

observe that many people in South Africa are ñsurviving from what other people are throwing 

awayò, which in essence means that waste is a resource or livelihood for many poor people, 

particularly those in the informal sector. Recent studies have shown that a large number of 

informal workers in developing countries make a living from collecting, sorting, recycling and 

selling valuable waste materials (Samans, 2012; Dias & Fernandez, 2013; Mokoena, 2015; 

World Bank, 2015; Chen et al. 2018).  

The present discussion starts with outlining the context of unemployment and poverty in South 

Africa and how it has given rise to the informal sector in the South African context. 

Unemployment is contextualized by providing statistics over time that continue to afflict South 

Africa, stressing the covid 19 impact in particular. Poverty, on the other hand, is thought to be 

a factor in driving many people to the margins of the informal sector. Next, the phenomenon 

of an informal sector, its definitions and relevant schools of thought are reviewed. The South 

African informal sector is discussed from the perspective of those in other countries, including 

its size, characteristics and types of activities available (including waste picking). The waste 

picking context, both in other countries and in South Africa, is discussed in this chapter. The 

classification of waste pickers and the work they do is provided. The last section touches on 

the hardships experienced by waste pickers in the other countries and in South Africa. The 

hardships are emphasised primarily in the context of their work, individual, and family 

circumstances.   
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3.2. The context of unemployment and poverty in South Africa  

South Africa entered an exciting new political age with the end of apartheid in the early 1990s 

and the first democratic elections in 1994, but it was also burdened with significant disparities 

between racial groupings, widespread unemployment, and the ensuing dire poverty (Francis & 

Webster, 2019). According to Chibba and Luiz (2011), the interconnectedness of poverty, 

inequality and unemployment in the South African society is obvious to even the casual 

observer.  In addition, the situation has recently been worsened by an economic recession and 

the effect on the global economy caused by the novel coronavirus (COVID-19). This has led 

to many people across the provinces of South Africa losing their jobs. In the sections below, 

the concept of unemployment and poverty is unpacked in relation to the South African context. 

As stated in Chapter 1, South Africa has fallen prey to national and entrenched unethical 

practices of deep corruption and maladministration which have significantly impacted socio-

economic conditions by contributing to the decline of the economy and thus exacerbating 

unemployment (Mabeba, 2021). The provision of services (housing, water, power and garbage 

removal) to constituents is negatively impacted by corrupt practices. The poor quality of 

service delivery has become all-pervasive (Raophala, 2013).  Corruption ingrained in local 

government is a serious barrier to providing effective and efficient services to community 

members (Mabeba, 2021) who continue to endure utterly unacceptable conditions as a result 

of the federal and municipal governments' ineffective assistance.  

3.2.1. The context of unemployment in South Africa  

South Africa has, in the past few years, experienced a major increase in unemployment which 

was recorded as sitting at 30.1% in the first quarter of 2020 (Stats SA, 2020) as compared to 

29.1% in the previous quarter (Stats SA, 2019). Comparing the 2019 figures with 2020, it is 

clear that a number of people are without jobs and severely in poverty. This has changed in the 

subsequent year 2022 in which statistics is included in the sections which follow.  
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Figure 3.2.1:1 South African unemployment rateôs national averages (2017 ï 2020) 

(Source: Statistics South Africa 2020) 

Figure 3.2.1:1 illustrates the gradual changes in the unemployment rate measured between 

2017 and 2020. From 2017 to the first quarter of 2019, the difference in percentage points was 

not significant, as the unemployment rate hovered 27% with a slight drop to 26.7% in the first 

quarter of 2018. In the first quarter of 2020, the unemployment rate rose from 29.1% to 30.1%. 

This could be associated with the devastating effects of the lack of skills in the formal market, 

the economic recession and the COVID-19 epidemic.  Figure 3.2.1:2 below shows the statistics 

released with regard to the unemployment rate for the first quarter of 2021 which rose slightly 

to a new record high of 32.6% (Stats SA, 2021), compared to the fourth quarter of 2020. 

According to the Quarterly Labour Force Survey (2021), the recorded number of unemployed 

people stood at 7 242 000 in the first quarter of 2021 (Stats SA, 2021).  
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Figure 3.2.1:2 South Africaôs unemployment rate in the first quarter of 2021  

(Source: Stats SA, 2021) 

The South African economy is experiencing a shock as the unemployment rate rises year after 

year.  Consequently, this trend contributes to the expansion of informal sector activities, such 

as waste picking. The more recent unemployment rate sits at 34.5% in the broader definition 

(Stats SA, 2022). The broader definition refers to the all-encompassing national perspective as 

opposed to the narrow definition which focuses on unemployment only in specific areas or 

specific sectors of trade and industry (Stats, 2021). This is an indication that, over a period of 

three years (2020 ï 2022), there was no change in employment absorption, instead, people were 

losing opportunities. Figure 3.2.1:3 below shows the unemployment rates in South African 

provinces before and after COVID-19.   
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Figure 3.2.1:3 Unemployment rate in South Africa by province  

(Source: Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS) Q1:2022) 

In Figure 3.2.1:3, shows the unemployment rates (for the first quarter of 2020) in the various 

provinces before the outbreak of Covid-19 in South Africa in 2020. The first set of percentages 

illustrates the disparities among the nine provinces in terms of unemployment rates before the 

pandemic spread across the country. The largest increase in the expanded statistics was 

recorded in the Eastern Cape (52.6%), followed by Mpumalanga (51.6%), Limpopo (50.9%), 

KwaZulu Natal (50.4%), Northwest (49.2%), Northern Cape (44.4%), Gauteng (43.4%), Free 

State (40.5%) and the Western Cape (29.0%). At the time, the Eastern Cape was thus already 

lagging behind in term of socio-economic conditions. The increase in unemployment can, 

therefore, be attributed to the global pandemic of COVID-19 which impacted the economies 

of many countries and affected, particularly, people in indigent communities. People have 

endeavoured to engage in activities that would enable them to sustain their lives with their 

families. However, the unchanging circumstances prevent them from creating better living 

conditions.  

3.2.2. The context of poverty in South Africa  

As highlighted in the previous sections, the outbreak of COVID-19 negatively affected the 

socioeconomic state of South Africa and other developing countries across the globe (WHO, 

2020). Consequently, itôs devastating effects worsened poverty in South Africa, particularly in 

the rural areas. Francis and Webster (2019) reported that half of South Africaôs citizens live in 

poverty. Subsequently, Statistics SA (2020) released a quarterly report for January-March of 
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2020 which indicated that 32.32 million people were living in extreme poverty. This estimation 

is based on a poverty rate of 54.5% (Stats SA, 2020). Hunger and food insecurity in South 

Africa have, in particular, become much more pressing issues (Bittar, 2020). The 

socioeconomic constraints now even more apparent in the South African economy have halted 

employment and left many South Africans with no manner of providing food for their families 

- predominantly those in the rural spaces. Forecasts in 2019/20 estimated that the pandemic 

may push up to 689 million people into poverty globally (Mahler, Laknerr, Castaneda & Wu, 

2020). Socially and economically, the corona virus pandemic will affect particularly poor 

countries.  

Weybright, Caldwell, Xie, Wegner and Smith (2017) maintain that poverty affects many 

households in South Africa and is believed to be the primary reason that drives young girls and 

women to enter the informal sector. It is not poverty alone with which women struggle. Bitter 

(2020) asserts that it is evident that women-led families are also more likely to lack access to 

water and sanitation. This indicates that women struggle to offer frequently as they would 

expect daily meals for their families and children because food typically requires water to be 

cooked. 

Furthermore, Ajuruchukwu and Tafa (2016) refer to the fact that the level of education in South 

Africa is another inescapable feature which continues to drag South Africans down to the red 

line of poverty. Compared to other Southern African countries, South Africaôs educational 

performance and attainment is very low (Wilkinson, 2013; Ajuruchukwu & Tafa, 2016). It is 

the level and quality of education that drives improvements in countries and allows countries 

to escape poverty ï or, at least, alleviate it. The lower levels of education in developing 

countries potentially impede the transition from poverty to having sufficient food security 

(Ajuruchukwu & Tafa, 2016). Measured by matriculation results, South Africa is improving 

its education. Table 3.2.2:1 below is an indication of educational attainment at matriculation 

level in South Africa, which shows less improvement in the rural provinces, such as the Eastern 

Cape.  

Table 3.2.2:1 2021 Matric results in South Africa 

Province  Results (%) 

Free State  85.1% 

Gauteng  83.3% 

Western Cape  79.9% 
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Kwazulu-Natal  77.6% 

Northwest  76.2% 

Mpumalanga  73.7% 

Limpopo 68.2% 

Eastern Cape  68.1% 

Northern Cape  66% 

Source: Department of Basic Education (2021) 

Lower educational attainment contributes to high levels of unemployment, as the labour market 

(Viljoen et al., 2015) requires employees with skills and education. According to Awan, Malik, 

Sarwar and Waqas (2011:1), education is a form of human capital that is essential for economic 

growth and poverty reduction. Poverty, on the other hand, remains a permanent feature because 

people are unemployed - and they are often unemployed because they have fewer skills (formal 

or informal), which makes them poor and unable to support themselves and their families. 

Figure 3.2.2:1 below shows how lower educational attainment contributes to the high levels of 

unemployment in South Africa as recorded in the labour force survey of 2020.  

 

Figure 3.2.2:1 Link between unemployment and education  

(Source: Statistics South Africa, 2020) 

Francis and Webster (2019) suggest that, in order to reduce unemployment, poverty and 

inequalities in South Africa, the labour market must be significantly reformed to allow 

inclusion of those who cannot find employment. The authors contend that this necessitates an 

equitable allocation of economic power that must be addressed due to the stark differences 

between townships and suburbs - or low- and high-income households. South Africa is one of 
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the most unequal economies in the world as evidenced by the unequal distribution of wealth 

and income, according to the literature studied (Centre of Socio-Legal Studies, 2005; Frye & 

Kirsten, 2012; Kaeane & Ross, 2012). South Africa has made significant progress in several 

areas of social protection. For instance, social grants are given to those who look after children 

under the age of 18, óthe crippledô, and the elderly7. However, the country still does not offer 

any services to those who are of working age, but unemployed (Francis & Webster, 2019). It 

is on the basis of the previous analysis that relevant stakeholders in South Africa, as well as 

international investors, should call upon a robust and more integrated approach to growing the 

economy, levelling the work-related playing fields, combining inclusive growth strategies, i.e., 

substantial social protection, capability development and labour activation. Adopting bolder 

approaches would reduce poverty and unemployment instantaneously by one percentage point. 

The introduction of a basic income grant could be an attempt to include the youth in the South 

African context (Mail & Guardian, 2022). The majority of South Africans are unable to afford 

daily bread, basic sanitation, decent housing and the resources to seek and find work which 

disempowers them from participating in the economy (Mail & Gurdian, 2022). With more than 

half the population living on less than R1 335 per month, many cannot afford to meet their food 

needs ð while 10% of the population owns 90% of the wealth (Mail & Gurdian, 2022).  

3.3. Overview of Informal Sector  

Unacceptably high unemployment rates are a significant factor in the development of an 

economy's informal sector. This is true both in South Africa and elsewhere in the world 

(Cichello & Rogan, 2017:1). The informal sector is exactly what its name implies ð"informal." 

According to Sindzingre (2004), it is a non-observed, irregular, unofficial, and black-market 

cash economy that is not measured, not documented and not subject to taxation. The WIEGO 

(2020) emphasises that an informal economy consists of many types of economic activities, 

businesses, employment types and employees who are all not subject to official regulation or 

protection. The term was first used to describe independent work related to little unregistered 

businesses (WIEGO, 2020). It now also covers wage employment in unprotected jobs. People 

in this sector tend to have low levels of education (Blaauw, 2010), and because they have fewer 

skills, they are unable to find employment in the official sector. According to Kutywayo (2015), 

the informal sector also includes persons who do not want to register their enterprises to evade 

the requirements of the minimum wage law and who do not want to pay taxes. 
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According to the WIEGO (2020), the informal sector is satisfactorily increasing its major 

contribution to reducing poverty among people who are participating in it. It is important to 

note that the majority of individuals enter their countryôs informal economy out of the need to 

survive and have access to fundamental income-generating activities (Blaauw, 2010; WIEGO, 

2020) as these activities do provide reasonable livelihoods (Xweso, 2019). In 2018, the 

International Labour Organization (ILO) released the first ever estimates of the world's 

informal labour force, namely, 61% of the world's workforce ï a measurable total of 2 billion 

people worldwide who earn their livelihood in the informal economy. This is an indication of 

the sheer extent of the global informal economy (WIEGO, 2020).  

According to Hayami et al. (2006), waste pickers constitute the bottom tier (Figure 3.3:1) of the 

urban economic sector, and they are positioned in the informal sector. According to Benson 

and Vanqa-Mgijima (2010:2), the rest of the poor population in the bottom tier, as indicated in 

Figure 3.3:1 below, represents the resultant outcome of the adoption of neoliberalist policies in 

South Africa, which potentially create a jobless atmosphere and force those without 

employment to remain in the lower tier of the informal sector. These policies have a direct 

impact on escalating poverty and hunger. Samson (2010:42) explains the differences between 

the levels in Figure 3.3:1. The top section refers to neoliberalist policies (Benson & Vanqa-

Mgijima, 2010) and is an additional structure which speaks to policies that have created 

segregation in the economic environment - in the present context, segregation between waste 

pickers and institutions. Samson (2010:42) then refers to the second level in Figure 3.3:1 as an 

advanced economy based on skilled labour, which is becoming globally more competitive. The 

final one, according to Samson (2010), is made up primarily of the unemployed and those who 

are not employable in the formal sector. It is an informal, marginalised and unskilled economy.  

 

Figure 3.3:1 Depiction of the informal sector as the lower tier in the economic sector  

(Source: the author) 
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Gerdes and Gunsilius (2010) emphasise that the activities, such as street waste picking, landfill 

waste picking, scrap collection, often take place predominantly within the informal sector to 

sustain livelihoods. These activities are unlicensed and untaxed (Schenck & Blaauw, 2011). 

The subject of formal recognition, however, is elusive, particularly in South Africa. 

Nevertheless, waste pickers contribute significantly to national economies of different 

countries (Schenck & Blaauw, 2011).  

According to Chen et al. (2002) people who work in the informal economy can be categorised 

in terms of the following employment status groupings: 

Table 3.3:1 Classifications of people working in the informal economy 

Non-wage workers Wage workers 

Employers, including owners and owner- 

operators of informal enterprises. 

Self-employed, including heads of family 

business, own account workers.  

Unpaid family workers 

Employees of informal enterprises 

Domestic workers 

Casual workers without a fixed employer 

Homeworkers (also called industrial 

outworkers) 

Temporary and part -time workers 

Unregistered workers 

Source: Adapted from Chen et al., (2002) and Rogan (2019) 

Rogan (2019) concurs with Chen et al. (2002) that waste reclaimers fall into the category of 

non-wage workers who are informally self-employed with no fixed wages received from 

employers. With regard to wage workers, ósalary is receivedô either on a fixed basis or hourly 

as they are informally employed. Figure 3.3:2 below illustrates that.   

 

Figure 3.3:2 Informally self -employed workers and informally employed workers operate 

in the informal sector of the economy  

(Source: author) 
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economy can furthermore be divided into upper-tier and lower-tier activities (Maloney, 2004; 

Informaly 
self-

employed 

- non-wage 
workers 

Informaly 
employed 

- wage 
workers 

Both 
operate in 

the 
informal 
sector 



62 

 

Lehmann & Pignatti, 2007; Wills, 2009; Viljoen et al., 2015). The primary, or óupper-tierô, 

sector is more organised and provides higher income-earning potential, and the secondary, or 

ólower-tierô, sector is less organised and offers a lower income-earning potential, making the 

informal economy a complex phenomenon. 'Voluntary entry' and 'involuntary entry' into the 

informal sector, respectively, are terms Maloney (2004:1159) uses to describe the activities in 

the higher and lower tiers. People that enter the informal market voluntarily do so because of 

the higher-tier activities with the knowledge that their earnings there will be greater than in the 

formal economy (Fields, 1990:66; Günther & Launov, 2012:89). Only those who are unable to 

find employment on the formal labour market and who lack the necessary capital and skills to 

engage in activities of the upper-tier, self-employment informal economy are forced into lower-

tier activities (Günther & Launov, 2012:89). The informal economy's underprivileged sector is 

thought to include the lower-level operations. 

3.3.1. Schools of thought on the informal sector  

According to Chen (2012) the nature and the composition of the informal sector is crystallised 

into the following four dominant economic schools of thought: 

 

Figure 3.3.1:1 Different schools of thought on the informal sector  

(Source: Chen, 2012) 

These schools of thought are described in the sections which follow.  
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3.3.1.1. Dualist School  

According to the Dualist School, the informal economy is made up of marginal enterprises, 

clearly separate from and unrelated to the formal economy, which, however, do give the poor 

a means of subsistence, as well as a safety net during times of crisis (Hart, 1973; ILO, 2012; 

Sethuraman, 1976; Tokman, 1972; Chen, 2012). Formal employment opportunities are those 

that can be counted in official surveys and involve receiving a salary in the modern sector of 

the economy (Blaauw, 2010; Chen, 2012). By contrast, unofficial income opportunities are 

earnings from self-employment that are not counted in official surveys, such as tax returns 

(Chen, 2012). According to Hart (1973:86ï88) informal income opportunities are accessible to 

those who are relatively unskilled and faced with poverty and insufficient opportunities 

(Muller, 2003:6) in the urban labour force. However, from the dualist point of view they are 

offered a means of improving real wages.  

3.3.1.2. Structuralist School  

According to the Structuralist School, the informal sector consists of smaller informal 

economic entities (micro-enterprises), merchants and workers who, by being subordinated by 

large capitalist firms in the formal sector, lower the latterôs labour and capital expenses and 

thus boost their competitiveness (Moser 1978; Castells & Portes, 1989; Blaauw, 2010; Chen, 

2012). It must be emphasised that, from a structuralist viewpoint, the formal and informal 

sectors are complementary and may co-exist in the long run (Wan & Zhu, 2006:73).  

3.3.1.3   Legalist School  

According to the Legalist School, the informal economy is made up of ópluckyô micro-

entrepreneurs who choose to operate clandestinely in order to avoid the expenses, time and 

effort associated with formal registration and who require property rights in order to transform 

their assets into legally recognised assets (de Soto 2000; Chen, 2012). Simply put, this indicates 

that the Dualist and Structuralist Schools emphasise illegality as a key aspect of informality, 

where illegality denotes non-registration and a deliberate attempt to avoid paying taxes and 

other expenditures, such as employee pensions or insurance (Blaauw, 2010; Chen, 2012). The 

Legalist School sees the informal sector as a sensible response to overregulation in the formal 

economy. Informal entrepreneurs find it difficult, if not impossible, to comply with the 

bureaucratic procedures imposed by governments. Small, medium, and micro-companies can 

escape governmental regulation and bureaucracy while also lowering costs and increasing 
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wealth creation by operating in the informal sector (Saunders, 2005:45). Waste pickers in South 

Africa are not necessarily included in this approach to the informal sector. 

3.3.1.3. Voluntarist School  

The Voluntarist School, like the Legalist School, focuses on informal enterprises that 

purposefully attempt to dodge rules and taxation, but, unlike the Legalist School, does not 

criticise the lengthy registration procedures (WIEGO, 2020; Chen, 2012).  

Each of the aforementioned schools of thought has different ramifications in relation to the 

informal sector. Except for the Legalist School, the informal market for waste pickers in South 

Africa is interpreted by all schools of thought.  

3.4. The Informal Sector in other Countries  

In many countries around the world the informal sector is an integral part of their economy, 

which makes the former viable and enables those involved in it to survive. However, the 

context of the informal sector in their economy differs owing to the variations in unemployment 

rates. According to Bracha and Bruke (2014), joining the informal economy is merely the act 

of adjusting to adverse employment conditions; people may reduce their consumption and/or 

search for new sources of income. Therefore, the informal sector generates an income for those 

who are without jobs in the labour market. The sections which follow outline the context of 

informal sectors in some of the countries around the world.  

¶ United State of America (USA) 

In the context of the United States of America, Bracha and Bruke (2014) note that the expansion 

of the informal sector is understood in view of the weak labour market conditions that have 

prevailed in the United States since the Great Recession, which forced people into a variety of 

informal activities to earn money and restrict their consumption during this economic 

downturn. Although the informal sector is expanding in the USA, similarly to other countries 

around the world, it is small compared to African countries, as indicated in the sections which 

follow. According to the World Economics (WE) (2022), the size of the United States' informal 

economy is estimated to be 7.3% which represents approximately $1,532 billion at GDP PPP 

levels.  
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The informal sector presents itself as an essential part of several sub-Saharan African (SSA) 

countries and plays a key role in the economic growth of these countries (Etim & Daramola, 

2020).  

¶ Nigeria  

The existence and the growth of the informal sector in Nigeria is similar to that of other 

countries around the world. Table 3.4.1 below, Etim and Daramola (2020) outline the causes 

of Nigeriaôs informal economy. 

Table 3.4:1 Causes of the informal economy in Nigeria 

Nigeria 

Poor corruption control  

Low GDP per capita 

Excessive bureaucracy on the part of the government 

High levels of unemployment 

High tax burden on the informal sector 

Lack of social protection 

Less than 40 h/week employment 

Redundancies and early retirement 

Inflationary tendencies 

Excessive regulation governing registration in the formal sector 

Personal motivation factors 

Self-employment tendencies 

Survival tendencies among nationals 

Environmental factors 

Business freedom/ independence 

Tax evasion opportunities 

Source: Adapted from Etim and Daramola (2020) 

According to Sakanko and Ewugi (2017), while the informal sector provides a source of income 

for a vast number of individuals in Nigeria, determining its exact contribution to economic 

growth and development in the short term is challenging. Economic growth is affected by 

excessive regulation, however, Government policies are slowly moving towards changing the 

status. Furthermore, Sakanko and Ewugi (2017) argue that improved fiscal and employment 

policies are needed to stimulate economic growth and development, which would enhance 

socio-economic circumstances in the informal sector and, in turn, the formal sector. In Nigeria, 

the informal sector accounts for 60% of national GDP (IMF, 2017).  

 



66 

 

¶ Tanzania  

According to Aikaeli and Mkenda (2014), Tanzania has also seen growth in the informal sector. 

The authors note that the growth of informal economic activities has been due to the fact that 

many informal workers find these to be the major means for survival, and for some formal 

workers, informal economic activities are necessary for supplementing their earnings. 

According to the World Economics (WE) (2022), the size of Tanzania's informal economy is 

estimated to be 46.7% which represents approximately $75 billion at GDP PPP levels. 

According to Pallangyo (2021) ï and as is the case in other countries around the world ï it is 

mostly women who are involved in the informal sector as a means of generating an income for 

their households. Specifically, in Tanzania, informal sector activities are considered a 

respectable way of making a living and are a major source of employment (URT, 2007; 

Pallangyo, 2021).  

¶ Kenya 

Another African country in which the informal sector has grown is Kenya. Murunga, Muriithi 

and Wawire (2021) claim that, in the 1970s, the rise in coffee smuggling along the Kenya-

Uganda border by Ugandans looking for a market coincided with the United States imposing a 

trade embargo on Ugandan coffee. Currently, a large percentage of the informal economy 

consists of lucrative, but unrecorded, companies. Included in this are self-employed individuals 

who operate as carpenters, dealers, hawkers, dressmakers, wage labourers, housekeepers and 

security guards (Masinde & Makau, 2010). Approximately 77% of all workers are employed 

in the unorganised sector, 50% of them being women and 60% young people between the ages 

of 18 and 35 (Murunga et al., 2021). The expansion of this industry can be attributed to policies 

of liberalisation and privatisation that resulted in fewer job openings in the formal public sector. 

The latter was unable to accommodate the rising tide of job applicants. As a result, similar to 

other African nations, Kenya's informal sector has grown to serve as a source of employment 

for an increasing number of people who are unable to find work in the formal sector (Muchiri, 

2014). 

3.5. The Informal Sector in South Africa  

Due to a lack of employment opportunities in the formal sector, South Africa's informal 

economy plays a significant role in the country's overall economy (Ligthelm, 2004). Agreeing 

with Ligthelm, Blaauw (2017) asserts that thousands of South Africans who are unable to find 

official jobs can often survive for a long time thanks to the country's informal sector. According 
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to the IMF estimates of 2017, the informal sector in South Africa provides roughly 20% of the 

country's total GDP. However, the local informal economy's share of overall employment is 

quite minor when compared to other nations (Kingdon & Knight 2001; 2004; Blaauw, 2017; 

Etim & Daramola, 2020). The size of the unorganised sector in a nation determines this.  The 

employment absorption given in Figure 3.5:1 below provides a crystal-clear illustration of the 

fact that South Africa's informal sector is not improving.  

 

Figure 3.5:1 Decreases in informal and formal sector employment between 2019 and 2020 in 

South Africa  

(Source: WIEGO Policy Brief, 2020) 

As formal employment decreases in the South African economy (Figure 3.5:1), informal 

employment expands. The following table is a summary by Etim and Daramola (2020) of other 

factors that contribute to the expansion of the informal sector in South Africa. Unemployment 

is listed as a leading factor in the expansion of the informality in South Africa. 

Table 3.5:1 Causes of the expansion of informal employment in South Africa 

South Africa 

Unemployment 

Bureaucratic incompetence 

Law and order 

Income disparity 

Fall in the national GDP 

A downturn in the economy 

Labour market regulations 

Source: Adapted from Etim and Daramola (2020) 
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These factors are a threat to South Africaôs already deteriorating economy as they are not 

changing - even in the face of the current state of affairs.  The conclusion can be drawn that the 

existence of the informal economy is the result of many streams within South Africa that are 

not feeding into economic growth, instead they are hampering it. The process of globalisation 

and shocks, such as COVID-19, have aggravated the financial challenges in South Africa, as 

is the case in other countries. In addition, the changing employment arrangements that revolve 

around part-time/part-year and flexible/fixed-term employment contracts, as well as 

employment arrangements achieved through temporary agencies or contract firms, casual 

employment, contract labour, as well as services outsourced to home-workers with flexible 

working schedules, also contribute to the existence of an informal economy (ILO, 2012, 2015; 

Etim & Daramola, 2020).  

3.5.1. The size of the informal sector in South Africa  

Determining the size of the informal sector in South Africa is elusive although various attempts 

have been made to estimate it (Blaauw, 2010:28). However, they have not rendered reliable 

results. Etim and Daramola (2020) have offered comparative projections regarding the size of 

the informal sectors in South Africa, Nigeria and the global space over the period from 2011 

to 2025 (Table 3.5.1:1).  

Table 3.5.1:1 The forecast of the size of informal economies (per % GDP) in Nigeria and 

South Africa, compared to the global scenario 

Country  Year  

 2011 2016 2017 2020 2025 Period Average (2011-2025) 

Nigeria  50.73 48.37 47.70 46.99 46.11 47.93   

South Africa  23.49 21.29 23.33 23.71 24.19 23.59    

Global  23.10 22.66 22.50 22.11 21.39 22.35 

Source: Etim and Daramola (2020) 

The projected size of South Africaôs informal sector, as forecast by Etim and Daramola (2020), 

is smaller than that of Nigeria, but slightly larger than the global projection. This is supported 

by Kingdon and Knight (2001) who note that the informal sector in South Africa absorbs only 

a very small proportion of the workforce compared to the standards of developing countries. 

Table 3.5.1:2 indicates factors that influence the size of the informal sectors of South Africa 

and Nigeria, as well as those globally. 
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Table 3.5.1:2 Factors that influence the size of the informal sectors in South Africa, Nigeria and 

globally 

Country  Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 

Nigeria  Corruption control  GDP per capita  Bureaucratic quality  

South Africa  Unemployment  Bureaucratic quality Law and order  

Global  Bureaucratic quality  Corruption control  GDP per capita  

Source: Adapted from Etim and Daramola (2020) 

Table 3.5.1:2 shows that, in the South African context, unemployment is the leading factor that 

contributes to the size of the informal sector. In addition, the structural factors, such as 

bureaucratic quality, are also highlighted. The following section discusses the characteristics 

of the informal sector in South Africa.  

3.5.2. Characteristics of the informal sector in South Africa 

The characteristics of the informal sector of the economy in South Africa include the following: 

dualism within the informal sector, the economic sectors in which the informal economy is 

located, the educational attainment in the informal sector, racial dimension of the informal 

economy, geographical distribution of the informal economy and, lastly, the types of informal 

activities in the informal sector (Valodia & Devey, 2012). These are discussed briefly in the 

sections which follow.  

3.5.2.1. Dualism in the South African informal sector  

According to research into South Africa's informal economy (Uys & Blaauw, 2006; Heintz & 

Posel, 2008; Blaauw, 2010; Valodia & Devey, 2012), there is evidence of a dual labour market 

within this industry. According to dualism (Uys & Blaauw, 2006), there are two distinct labour 

markets with mobility inside each one, but little to no mobility between them. The notion that 

informal labour markets are divided within themselves was looked into by Heintz and Posel in 

2008. The existence of such dualism, even within the same informal activity, is supported by 

variations in the wages earned and the degree of movement between informal waste collecting 

groups. For instance, in the South African province of the Free State, Schenck, Blaauw and 

Viljoen (2016) compared the socio-economic circumstances of street and landfill waste 

pickers. Uys and Blaauw (2006) contend that the informal economy's architecture and 

dynamics are to blame for these variations.  
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3.5.2.2. The sectors in which the informal economy in South Africa is located  

Table 3.5.2.2:1 illustrates the variances of employment among different industries both in the 

informal and formal sectors. This is a statistical analysis done in 2009 (Stats SA, 2009), thirteen 

years ago. Recent statistics do not show changes (Stats SA, 2021): employment absorption in 

the informal sector is minimal. 

Table 3.5.2.2:1 Employment variances in the formal and informal sectors of industries in 2009 

(Stats SA, 2009) 

 

Source: Extracted from the Statistics South Africa Report (2009) 

Table 3.5.2.2:1 shows the differences in employment rates in various industries in which both 

the informal and formal sectors are located. Clearly, informal absorption in terms of 

employment is lower than that in the formal sector. Additionally, individual families and trade-

based economic activities dominate the informal economy. In contrast, the formal economy is 

increasingly concentrated in the service sector (Statistics South Africa, 2009). Here a more 

rapid employment increase (26%) is evident. According to Blaauw (2010) variances in the 

informal and formal sectors of the economies reflect the differences in skills associated with 

these sectors of the economy.   

The following Table 3.5.2.2:2 clearly depicts trends in formal and informal employment after 

2009, with an emphasis on the period 2020-2021. 
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Table 3.5.2.2:2 Employment by industry in the informal economy from 2020 to 2021 

 

 

Source: Extracted from the Statistics South Africa Report (2021) 

Table 3.5.2.2:2 shows the employment rate in the informal sector between 2020 and 2021. The 

absorption has changed since the 2009 picture illustrated in Table 3.5.2.2:1. In some sectors 

the employment absorption has not changed, instead it has experienced deterioration. The 

Covid-19 pandemic may have negatively influenced employment rates in both the informal 

and formal sectors (QLFS, 2022).  

3.5.2.3. The educational attainment in the informal economy of South Africa  

The informal economy of South Africa is characterised by low literacy rates (Slater, 2020). It 

is dominated by people who have no formal education. According to the ILO (2018) and 

Blaauw (2017), what distinguishes the formal economy from the informal economy is that 

workers in the latter economy are three times more likely than workers in the former economy 

to have only primary education (as their highest level of education) or no education. This occurs 

in all economies around the world, and South Africa is no exception in this regard. Slater (2020) 

agrees with the above findings, noting that the informal economy in South Africa employs 

approximately 90% of the population who lack skills and education. The consequences of low 

educational attainment in the informal sector forces those who work in it to remain in it. Waste 

pickers are a visible example of a population with low educational attainment. 

3.5.2.4. The racial dimension of the informal economy in South Africa  

Race is another important and distinctive issue to consider when analysing the peculiarities of 

South Africa's informal sector, according to Blaauw (2010). A review of the literature reveals 
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that black South Africans, particularly in metropolitan areas, occupy a variety of niches in the 

informal sector (Blaauw, 2010; Etim & Daramola, 2020). Although the prevalence of flea 

markets in metropolitan areas is significantly altering this image, white and coloured people's 

participation in the informal sector is still relatively low (Blaauw, 2010). Africans have 

historically made up a significant portion of the urban economy as a result of rural-to-urban 

migration in search of better economic opportunities in urban areas (Saunders, 2005). Waste 

pickers exhibit the same proportions in their racial makeup. According to research, Africans 

make up a disproportionately large group of waste pickers in South Africa (Viljoen et al., 2015; 

Schenck et al., 2016; Yu, Blaauw & Schenck, 2020). 

3.5.2.5. The informal economy as a catchment for migrants  

Muller (2013) and Peberdy (2016) claim that, in South Africa, the informal economy is 

predominantly comprised of self-employment. The State provides little to no assistance. 

Consequently, the informal economy mostly serves those who have lost their jobs in the official 

economy and are unable to find new employment (Magidi, 2022). This is exacerbated by the 

estimated 1.5 to 3.5 million yearly undocumented immigrants from nearby nations who enter 

South Africa's labour market to compete with South African counterparts for the temporary 

jobs available (Crush, Tawodzera, Chikanda, Ramachandran & Tevera, 2017). These 

immigrants are primarily from Zimbabwe, Malawi and Mozambique. The participation of 

foreigners in South Africaôs informal economy is an important political and economic issue 

within South and Southern Africa (Migrating for Work Research Consortium (MIWORC), 

2017). In the context of high unemployment rates and insufficient job creation, the access of 

foreign workers to national labour markets has become a politically sensitive question. This 

question also plays out in terms of internal migration with local communities increasingly 

claiming priority of access to jobs over newcomers. This is evident in Xweso's (2019) study of 

day labourers in South Africa's informal sector, which found that foreign day labourers have 

absorbed informal work primarily to take their places and chances for informal employment, 

leaving the local day labourers with none. The informal economy has become a catchment for 

foreigners who have no work opportunities in their own countries.  
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3.5.2.6. The geographical distribution of the informal economy in South Africa 

In South Africa, there are differences in the informal economy's geographical dispersion as 

well. Figure 3.5.2.6:1 provides an illustration of this.

 

Figure 3.5.2.6:1 The geographical distribution of informal economy in South Africa shown in 

the Quarterly labour survey of 2019  

(Source: QLFS, Q3:2019) 

Figure 3.5.2.6:1 shows that among the employed in each province, the percentage of informal 

employment was the highest in the Gauteng (25.07%) and KZN (19%) in the third quarter of 

2019 (or Q3:2019), followed by Limpopo (11.9%). The Northern Cape recorded the lowest 

involvement in the informal sector at 1.67% (Stats SA, 2019). The Eastern Cape Province 

registered 10.94% participation in informal economic activities which is slightly lower than 

that in the Western Cape (11.03%). On the poverty scale, both the Eastern Cape and Limpopo 

are the worst affected provinces.  

3.5.2.7. Types of informal sector activities in South Africa 

According to Theodore, Blaauw, Schenck and Pretorius (2017), since the end of apartheid, 

South Africaôs small but growing informal sector has become an increasingly important source 

of employment for many people. As highlighted earlier, this sector includes a variety of 

activities in which unemployed ï as well as otherwise employed - people engage.  
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The following section discusses the different activities in the informal sector with particular 

reference to how those who are involved construct their livelihoods. According to Viljoen et 

al. (2015), the conditions of informal workers remain appalling as they lack legal and social 

protection. Nonetheless, they continue to make a living on the margins of the informal sector. 

¶ Informal street vending  

The predominant livelihood creating activity for the unemployed in South Africaôs informal 

sector is street vending. According to WEIGO (2020), street vending is an integral part of urban 

economies around the world, offering communities easy access to a wide range of goods and 

services in public spaces. Gamieldien and van Niekerk (2017:1) state that, in South Africa, 

street vending is an entrepreneurial occupation in which workers are informally self-employed. 

Furthermore, the authors assert that engaging in street vending is not entirely by choice; 

numerous personal, cultural, economic and social factors influence participation in vending. 

For instance, in low and middle-income countries, such as South Africa, disparate 

socioeconomic factors may necessitate participation in street vending. In addition, a large 

number of working-age South Africans have a low level of education (Sidzatane & Maharaj, 

2013), as well as the enduring features of the legacy of apartheid. It is against this backdrop 

that many resorts to street vending.  

Street vendersô work supports community members and is gainful to them themselves as they 

make livelihood out of it. They sell everything from fresh vegetables to prepared foods, from 

building materials to garments and crafts, from consumer electronics to auto repairs to haircuts 

(WIEGO, 2020).  

¶ Car guards  

Guarding cars is a distinctly South African informal sector activity. Unemployed people, 

including discouraged workers who may have given up hope of finding work, are involved in 

car guarding as a livelihood strategy (Foster & Chasomeris, 2017). A car guard offers to guard 

vehicles in a public or private parking area for a donation (Foster & Chasomeris, 2017).  Steyn 

et al. (2015) car guards are considered to be the disenfranchised and marginalised segments of 

South African society, according to Coetzee and Klopper (2015), who also point out that the 

job's low pay and transient nature can support only a precarious and survivalist existence. Car 

guarding is not only confined to South Africans but has also become a livelihood strategy for 

those who came in the country as a result of migration. For instance, Steyn et al. (2015), in 

their study in Cape Town, noted that a large number of car guards are refugees and migrants 
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from the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Nigeria, Mozambique, Rwanda, Gabon 

and Malawi amongst other countries. These findings suggest that this livelihood activity attract 

migrants who have left their country of origin owing to structural factors in their respective 

countries and subsequently find themselves in the informal sector for subsistence living. 

¶ Day labouring  

Day labouring is another segment of the informal economic sector in South Africa, which is 

prevalent in other countries around the world. According to Theodore et al. (2017), the growth 

of unemployment in South Africa has led many people in urban areas to resort to day labour as 

a survival strategy. The term óday labourersô has been used by Mapandere, Schenck and 

Blaauw (2019:11) to refer to usually unemployed men who gather on sidewalks, in parking lots 

and near building supply stores or other locations and are thus visible to potential employers 

who might hire them for a dayôs work. Day labourersô survival is dependent on the income 

they earn from their prospective employers (Xweso, 2019), which enables them to support their 

families and their extended families. The conditions they work under are no different to other 

segments in the informal sector: day labourers are exposed to poor working conditions, 

experience hardships relating to family circumstances, exploitation and abuse at the hands of 

their temporary employers and conflicts among themselves (Mapandere et al., 2019; Xweso, 

2019; Xweso et al., 2020; Xweso, et al., 2021). Despite these challenges they continue to 

construct their livelihoods - and gainfully so - to support their dependents. It needs to be noted 

again that the existence of day labourers in South Africa is, to a degree, the result of the Stateôs 

inability to absorb the unemployed population into the formal economy.  

¶ Domestic workers  

Domestic work is a form of securing a livelihood for many people most of whom are women. 

In South Africa, domestic work represents a substantial source of employment with 

approximately 953 000 African women currently active in this sector (Stats SA, 2019). 

Domestic workers provide crucial services to households around the world (Maboyana & 

Sekeja, 2015). They perform domestic work mostly in private homes, but also take care of 

children, the aged, the sick, the frail or the disabled (Basic Conditions of Employment Act, 

Republic of South Africa, 1997, Section 1). Domestic work in South Africa falls within the 

formal and informal labour sector. This form of employment is often precarious and 

unregulated (Maboyana & Sekeja, 2015). Despite the important work they do, domestic 

workers are not always regulated and protected, and their work is often characterised by 
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exploitation and abuse by employers, poor compensation, long hours and heavy workload, as 

well as lack of job security (Gobind, du Plessis & Ukpere, 2012). 

The above are the most visible forms of informal employment activities in South Africa, 

referred to as ólivelihood creationô. The hardships encountered this sector of the economy are 

proliferated as the government is unable to provide employment.  

Waste picking is fast becoming the dominant method of making a living, and thus the following 

sections give context to ówaste picking as livelihood creation activityô in the informal sector as 

it is the focus of this study.  

3.6. Global and national contexts to Waste Picking  

Different attributions are attached to the term ówaste pickingô. Some call waste órubbishô, while 

others refer to waste as a óresourceô. It is a resource in the sense that it can be diverted to 

become a meaningful resource. According to Samson (2009) waste picking is an activity in the 

informal sector, which entails repossession of recyclable materials from what others have 

thrown away as waste material. The terms ówaste pickingô and ówaste pickersô were adopted 

as the most suitable generic ones for people who collect waste (First World Conference of 

Waste Pickers, 2008). Figure 3.6:1 below depicts the activity of ówaste pickingô.  

 

Figure 3.6:1 The informal activity of waste picking  

(Source: WEIGO, 2020) 

The following sections are devoted to the global context of waste picking (and extracting) as 

well as to the South African context.  

3.6.1. Global context to waste picking  

Globally, waste picking has been regarded a major contributor to an economy (Medina, 2008; 

Schenck et al. 2017; Velis, 2017) and a source of employment opportunities for vulnerable 
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populations. According to Baker (2020), in cities around the world an estimated 15 million 

people make a precarious living from informal waste picking. Many of them are women, 

children, the elderly, unemployed or migrants who work in unhealthy conditions with no social 

protection and often face social exclusion (Baker, 2020). The factors that ópushô people into 

waste picking are fundamentally economic ones: faced with the choice between starving and 

waste picking, they choose the latter. The World Bank (2020) estimated that, in Africa, waste 

pickers account for over 75% of employment in cities. Kaza (2020), in the context of China, 

explicitly emphasises that waste picking is not only an óoutcomeô of the effort to make a basic 

living but is also an invaluable public health service. Kaza further notes that during the 

coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19) in China waste pickers played an important role in certain 

areas without proper waste management services, and residents benefited greatly from being 

spared the added health risks of waste piling up.  

The context of waste reclaiming differs from country to country. The following section focuses 

on certain developing and developed countries to determine the extent and context of waste 

picking in the global economy. It is important to note that the phenomenon of waste picking is 

not restricted to only the countries in Table 3.6.1:1 below, rather these countries were 

purposively chosen to support the global scope of this activity. 

Table 3.6.1:1 Global countries in which the waste picking phenomenon is prevalent 

Most developed and developing 

countries  
African countries  

China  Nigeria  

Germany Uganda  

India  Zimbabwe  

Brazil  Ghana  

Source: Author  

3.6.1.1. The context of waste picking in the developed countries  

In the following countries, waste picking activities make a contribution to their recycling 

economy.  

¶ China   

China is amongst the developing countries around the world and experiences an exponential 

economic growth. However, China has also witnessed a rapid rise in waste production (GAWP, 

2008) as the population in the cities increases. In order to contextualise the extent of waste 
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reclaiming in China, some statistics are necessary. In 2004 an estimated 2.5 million people 

were working as waste pickers in the cities and small towns (GAWP, 2004). Subsequently, in 

2014, records indicated that 3.3 million people were involved in informal recycling in urban 

China (Linzner & Salhofer, 2014). This figure rose to 4 million in 2018 (Chen, Lou, Yang, Liu 

& Ma, 2018).  

  

Figure 3.6.1.1:1 Recorded statistical increases of people involved in waste recycling in China 

(2004-2017) 

Figure 3.6.1.1:1 illustrates the increase in the number of waste reclaimers in China, which had 

further increased dramatically by 2021.  

¶ Germany   

Like other countries, Germany produces waste owing to the growing populations in urban 

spaces. Germanyôs 82.5 million people generate some 50 million tons of waste per year of 

which 87% is recycled through household and industrial source separation (Wefurecycle, 

2015). Owing to increasing waste generation and the absence of active landfills, waste picking 

and excellent broader waste management have been essential in Germany (Ruth, 2011; 

Wefurecycle, 2015). This is different to the South African context which is largely 

characterised by landfill sites as points of deposition (AfriForum, 2022). Germany is on the 

verge of becoming the world champion in waste separation (Handbook Germany, 2021). Waste 

separation here begins with consumers who sort their waste and place it in separate bins and 

containers. A considerable portion of the garbage created is repurposed or composted, saving 

resources and protecting the environment (Handbook Germany, 2021). In addition, waste 

reclaiming contributes to the upliftment of informal economies and is taken seriously: waste 

pickers do not struggle with issues, such as official recognition, as opposed to a number of 

countries that still do not recognise waste pickers as an integral part of their economy. In 

Germany, waste reclaimers are valued as they reduce environmental damage and are, therefore, 

2004 
(2.5 
Million)

2014 (3.3 
Million)

2018 (4 
Million) 

2021(7 
Million)



79 

 

part of waste management processes. Essentially, almost everyone in Germany is conscientised 

regarding the importance of recycling and re-use of material (Handbook Germany, 2021).  

¶ India  

There are an estimated 1.5 - 4 million waste pickers in India, who pick up, clean, sort and 

segregate recyclable waste and sell it further up the value chain (Dandapani, 2017). Despite the 

apathy of society at large and the municipal corporationsô incapacity, India has one of the best 

recycling rates in the world. In fact, Indiaôs rates of recycling are far better than those in some 

of the most developed countries in the world (Dandapani, 2017). The country recycles 70% of 

all PET bottles (water bottles and soft drink bottles) as compared to 31% in the USA 

(Dandapani, 2017), which is largely due to the informal chain of recycling that exists in all of 

Indiaôs cities. This chain starts with the waste pickers, who sell waste to scrap dealers, who in 

turn sell to aggregators, and eventually the waste goes to recyclers (Dandapani, 2017). The 

waste pickersô value is essential for municipalities and contributes to local economies. The city 

of Pune recognised reclaimers by providing them with identity cards and enrolling them in an 

insurance program, which allows them to develop an identity as workers and service providers 

(Samson, 2009). Waster pickers in Pune who are members of the Solid Rubbish Collection and 

Handling Service (SWaCH) have a contract with the municipality to provide door-to-door 

waste collection and waste separation into dry recyclables and wet waste; in exchange, they are 

paid via a resident-user fee (WIEGO, 2013). Although, in Pune they are recognised by the 

municipality, they are nonetheless classified as informal workers and work for themselves. 

¶ Brazil  

Brazil has been a leader in recognising its more than 281000 informal waste pickers in 

recycling chains and in the country's official statistics (Bouvier & Dias, 2021). Brazil was the 

first country to formulate a policy that is inclusive of waste pickers (Ribeiro, 2016) who are 

responsible for 90% of Brazilian waste recycling (WIEGO, 2022). Brazil has the greatest well-

functioning waste management systems and has experienced a period of great innovation in 

the solid waste management sector in recent decades (Bouvier & Dias, 2021). It is important 

to note that waste is also collected by thus designated, and very effective, systems. Major 

innovations include: the inception of the first cooperatives of collectors of recyclables (called 

catadores in Portuguese) in the late 1980s, the implementation of inclusive recycling systems 

that integrated catadores as service providers in metropolitan recycling collection in the early 

1990s, the creation of the National Movement of Waste Pickers (MNCR) in 2001, and the 2010 

National Solid Waste Policy Law that legally recognised informal waste pickers as key actors 
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in the recycling chain (Dias, 2011; Bouvier & Dias, 2021). Dias (2011) points out, that the 

relevance of waste pickers (organised or autonomous), whatever the size of their population, is 

due to their role as essential workers in the Brazilian recycling chain. 

3.6.1.2. The context of waste picking in Sub-Saharan African countries  

This section discusses the context of waste picking in Sub-Saharan African countries and 

recognises the contribution they make in these countries.  

¶ Nigeria  

Nigeria is the ninth most populated country in the world, and the most populous one in Africa, 

with a population density of 139 persons per square kilometre and a population distribution of 

48.3% urban and 57.7% rural (Adekiya, 2021). The majority of developing countries, including 

Nigeria, have different solid waste management issues compared to developed countries in 

terms of waste composition, density of the waste itself, and volume, the political and economic 

environment, access to waste for collection, awareness and attitude (Auta & Paul, 2020). Local 

governments in lesser developed nations are able to collect only around 50ï70% of municipal 

solid garbage, spending 77%-95% of their revenue on collection and the remaining portion on 

disposal (Amosu & Tella, 2021).  

In Nigeria, nearly 35% of recyclable and re-usable items are removed by garbage reclaimers 

from the solid waste stream (Ola & Wahab, 2020). Their efforts result in waste separation and 

re-use, assistance with recycling and a decrease in environmental stress. The duties of garbage 

pickers are influenced by the content of the solid waste. Their primary task in most Nigerian 

villages is the recovery of metal, glass, plastic or cellophane, as well as other recyclable and 

re-usable goods from solid waste (Mbah & Ndzeadibe, 2017).  

In Nigeria re-using and recycling solid waste come in second and third place, respectively, in 

the hierarchy of waste management. The technologies of reduce, re-use, recycle, compost, 

incineration and landfill are commonly used in industrialised nations. Technology for material 

recovery facilities has not advanced much in Nigeria (Ajom & Eteng, 2021). Even if readily 

available locally, the amount of recyclables and usable materials in a particular area may be 

little in comparison to the size of the capital investment needed to establish an efficient 

recovery plant technology.  

The presence of recyclable materials in Nigeria's solid waste stream affects garbage-pickers' 

actions (Ndzeadibe & Anyadike, 2012). In order to determine the volume of recyclables in the 
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waste stream, it is necessary to evaluate the makeup of Nigeria's solid waste. This would make 

it possible for the government and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to take steps to 

enhance the productivity and working conditions of garbage-pickers and guarantee the secure 

and efficient disposal of solid waste. In the developed world, families provide the majority of 

recyclables on a voluntary basis, but in the southern countries, waste-pickers and nomadic 

waste-buyers are the main suppliers of these materials (Amosu & Tella, 2021). In Nigeria, 

waste-pickers are the only method for recovering recyclable items from the solid waste stream. 

¶ Uganda  

In response to a 54% rise in population, waste creation in Kampala rose by 48% over a seven-

year period (Mukasa, Bada & Esabiru, 2020). This means that, while making plans for waste 

management, the population growth rates should be properly taken into account. Although the 

effectiveness of garbage collection has grown by 34% over the past ten years (2011-2020), the 

increase has not kept pace with the growth in the amount of waste; instead, it has been 

dependent on the trucks available for waste collection (Owiny-Ongia, 2021). Better tactics for 

increasing the quantity of garbage collected are needed since this discrepancy means that a 

considerable amount of waste (36%) is not being collected. There is a need for laws that offer 

incentives to such collectors to boost garbage collection since the engagement of waste pickers 

increased the overall quantities of waste collected in Kampala (Twinomujuni, 2019). The 

effective handling of the garbage that is collected, as well as improved management and 

maintenance of waste disposal facilities, must accompany the increased waste collection. 

As with most African nations, people in Uganda view landfill garbage pickers as a disgraceful 

annoyance and subject them to stereotyping and unfavourable media portrayal (Kakembo, 

2018). The importance of landfill garbage collection as a key element of a successful waste 

management plan is rarely acknowledged. Waste reclaiming, as a means of survival, is chosen 

by the urban poor over panhandling and theft since they have few work alternatives (Joshua, 

2017). As unemployment rates rise in African nations, like Uganda, the number of waste 

pickers is anticipated to rise. To include social and environmental objectives in the solid waste 

management system, authorities have shifted from the concept of waste management to that of 

resource recognition (Fredrick & Oonyu, 2019). In that context, they realise that those who are 

thought of as waste pickers are actually recyclers who need to be included in municipal waste 

management systems in a way that is advantageous to both them and the environment of the 

city. 
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Waste pickers labour in physically demanding conditions since they spend much time in the 

sun, have to carry their recyclables, and do not have any ódown-timeô (Otim, 2019). They are 

prone to infections because of the type of environment in which they operate. It was suggested 

that, in order to minimise injuries and lower the risk of pathogen infections, individuals should 

be given access to low-cost or free protective equipment, including gloves, boots and clothes 

(Joshua, 2017). According to the waste hierarchy, garbage pickers should preferably work at 

the sorting facility rather than a landfill (Adekiya, 2021). To put it differently, the main 

objective of garbage pickers should be to minimise the amounts of waste that may otherwise 

be disposed of in landfills. However, the sorting facilities are not always positioned closely to 

where garbage is discharged, despite the fact that recovering waste at the source is often 

advised. 

¶ Zimbabwe 

In Zimbabwe, outcasts and marginalised socio-economic groups, such rural migrants and 

jobless youths, engage in informal garbage recycling as a means of cash production and, in 

some cases, daily survival (Nemadire, Mapurazi & Nyamadzawo, 2017). Lack of official waste 

collection, unregulated street collection locations, and incorrect disposal in open dumping 

make garbage easily accessible for informal reclaiming. As long as diverse types of waste 

continue to be collected and sold, shadowing the circulation of commodities and generating 

significant economies in the process, waste picking is likely to rise throughout the nation 

(Tongesayi, Kugara &Tongesayi, 2018). These waste pictures are mostly unskilled and do their 

work under challenging circumstances (Jerie & Musasa, 2022). Despite the fact that they may 

make a living from their activities, their typical income is insufficient to maintain families and 

other dependents. Given that the majority of jobs created over the past ten years have been in 

the informal sector, Zimbabwe still has a large informal sector in comparison to other nations 

in the SADC (Muzvondiwa, 2021).  

For waste pickers, abandoned materials are cumbersome to handle but also promise an income, 

rather than plain necessities or inevitably polluting (Ndlovu, 2018). The recyclables from the 

various waste streams are highly diverse. Due in great part to the tens of thousands of garbage 

pickers, the nation claims high rates of recycling for iron, plastic and aluminium (Madanhire, 

2017). The primary selection criterion used by garbage pickers is potential monetary value, 

albeit this also depends on accessibility, convenience, simplicity of transport and ease of 

handling (Chikombe, 2017). Waste pickers may also be taken advantage of or misled by the 

proprietors of recycling companies to whom they sell materials if they lack credibility. Those 
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who work alone are the most vulnerable because they lack a formalised support system 

(Rukani, 2019). Creating groups and cooperatives for garbage collectors might improve their 

situation. Waste pickers' revenue might be greatly raised, and their operations made more 

socially and legally acceptable by avoiding intermediary vendors. Variations in the availability 

and demand of particular recyclables influences the prices paid to garbage pickers.  

¶ Ghana  

In Ghana, the urban population has grown from 50.9% in 2010 to 56.7% in 2021 (UNDP, 

2022). The UNDP (2022) notes that urbanisation will continue to rise as rural dwellers move 

to cities in search of work and livelihoods often ï this trend being exacerbated by climate and 

environmental pressures. The scale and speed of urbanisation challenges the capability of local 

authorities to create a well-planned environmental and related waste management (UNDP, 

2022). Globally, with the rapid population growth and urbanisation, annual waste generation 

is expected to increase by 73% from 2020 levels to 3.88 billion tonnes in 2050. In Ghana, about 

12,710 tonnes of solid waste is generated every day, with only 10% collected and disposed of 

properly. Plastic waste constitutes a large proportion of urban waste (Afriyie & Lusigi, 2022). 

In order to address the health and environmental effects of waste in Ghana, and across Africa, 

there is a need for effective and integrated solid waste management systems that respond to the 

complex demands of cities. Ghana has begun developing policies and institutional and 

regulatory frameworks for the sound management of solid waste (Afriyie & Lusigi, 2022). It 

has developed a solid waste management strategy with the aim of setting the country on a path 

towards progressive, high-quality, cost-effective and sustainable waste management services 

which deliver environmental and public health, as well as economic benefits to all (UNDP, 

2022). Institutional governance mechanisms support collaboration to address waste 

management challenges aimed at integrating waste pickers. At a national level, the Ghana 

National Plastics Action Partnership has developed the National Action Roadmap to provide 

guidance on ways to manage plastics across their product lifecycle. UNDP (2022), together 

with those in the waste management value chain, established the Waste Recovery Platform to 

promote waste recovery in a larger circular economy. In the spirit of leaving no one behind, 

the platform convenes and integrates the interventions of the government, private sector and 

waste entrepreneurs, as well as waste pickers, the majority of whom are women and young 

people. The platform is cooperating with partners to resolve challenges in the sector by 

supporting innovation and entrepreneurship (Afriyie & Lusigi, 2022). 
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3.6.2. Waste picking in the South African context  

The disposal of waste in landfills in South Africa has emerged as a source of livelihood for 

many poor and unemployed people ï and in some instances for even those who have secured 

employment (Schenck et al., 2012; Sambo, 2022). According to the Waste Pickers Association 

(2022) and Godfrey (2021), South Africa has more than 90 000 waste pickers. Schenck et al. 

(2021) mention that it is predominately men who earn a living through waste picking in South 

Africa. The increasing pace at which populations have grown in the major cities in the 

developing regions has paved a way for a rapid growth in the number of people resorting to 

collecting, sorting and selling waste for their livelihoods (Schenck et al., 2012; Schenck et al., 

2016). As research indicates, waste picking has been on the rise and role players, such as the 

International Labour Organisation, have become more and more aware of informal sector 

activities and their important potential regarding income generation (Lyons & Snoxell, 2005). 

There are no barriers to the entry into the waste picking space in South Africa. Since waste 

picking requires no formal academic education, it is logical that the majority of waste pickers 

have a low level of education (Schenck et al., 2021; Sambo, 2022; Ramolelle & Xweso, 2022). 

This characteristic is reflected in other parts of the world as well. In South Africa, waste is also 

collected in villages and is primarily gathered by residents of the towns because they are closer 

to the locations where the waste can be sold (Xelelo, 2018). Waste is generated at a high rate 

in urban areas. However, villagers do not have access to it. The study by Schenck et al. (2017) 

on scrap collectors in the rural Eastern Cape is a good illustration of the difficulties faced by 

waste collectors: participants, who collected scrap, had to sell it in Durban (the Eastern Capeôs 

neighbouring province) because the prices they are offered at their local BBCs are very low.  

The following sections provide details into waste picking, the contribution of waste pickers 

and the challenges they face in their work.  

3.7. Waste Pickers: Construction of Livelihoods through collecting and 

selling Waste 

Theron (2010:1) states that:  

ñWaste pickers (who are also known as reclaimers) are workers engaged in 

collecting recyclable materials gathered from refuse, landfill sites and 

elsewhere, which they sell for a livingò.  
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The Department of Environment, Forestry and Fisheries (DEFF) (2020:10) refers to waste 

pickers as:  

ñPeople who collect re-usable and recyclable materials from residential and 

commercial waste bins, landfill sites and open spaces in order to revalue them 

and generate an incomeò.  

 

Figure 3.7:1 Waste pickers sorting waste in the Gauteng Province of South Africa  

Source: News24 https://www.news24.com/citypress/news/sas-itinerant-waste-pickers-feel-the-pinch-

as-covid-19-lockdown-drags-on-20200423 

Figure 3.7:1 above depicts waste pickers sorting the collected waste ï their óassetô - in 

preparation for selling it. Waste reclaimers are not employed formally by Government, NGOs 

or other private sector institutions. According to Theron (2010), they are self-employed and 

decide to work as waste pickers for a number of reasons - the primary reason being that they 

are unable to find other work owing to South Africaôs high unemployment rate caused due to 

economic stagnation/wide-spread corruption. Many waste pickers argue that waste reclaiming 

is preferable to other low-skill jobs, such as housework, gardening and construction, because 

it allows them to maintain their independence, work whenever they choose, and avoid having 

to answer to potential exploitative employers (DEFF, 2020).  Of course, they also need to 

support their families. The viability of their income generation depends on being able to sell 

what they have collected to middlemen - also known as buy-back centres (BBCs) - and others, 

who pay them according to the weight of the material delivered. The relationship between 

waste pickers and BBCs is discussed in the sections which follow. Waste pickers are classified 

according to the locations where they collect waste. The following table lists the different 

classifications of waste pickers.  

 

https://www.news24.com/citypress/news/sas-itinerant-waste-pickers-feel-the-pinch-as-covid-19-lockdown-drags-on-20200423
https://www.news24.com/citypress/news/sas-itinerant-waste-pickers-feel-the-pinch-as-covid-19-lockdown-drags-on-20200423
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Table 3.7:1 Classifications of waste pickers 

Type of waste pickers  Description  

Street waste pickers  Street recyclers collect waste from consumers and from refuse 

left in public spaces (Schenck et al., 2017; Schenck et al., 2021). 

 

Landfill waste pickers Informal landfill recyclers gain access to landfill sites where 

public- and private-sector garbage collection services deposit 

waste, and there they sort recyclable from non-recyclable waste 

(Schenck et al., 2017; Schenck et al., 2021).  

Scrap collectors Scrap collectors engage in scrap metal recycling (Schenck et al., 

2017). 

Doorstep waste pickers Doorstep waste pickers collect recyclables as part of door-to-

door selective waste collection schemes run by municipalities in 

partnership with membership-based organisations of waste 

pickers. For example, in India, where municipalities have started 

such an initiative, associations have an agreement with office 

buildings to collect large quantities of recyclable material by 

trucks (WIEGO, 2016). 

Itinerant buyer s Itinerant buyers are waste pickers who gather recyclables from 

households/businesses in exchange for payment or trade with 

something valuable to them. They usually work on fixed routes 

and use trollies or other collection vehicles (WIEGO, 2016). 

Source: (WIEGO, 2016; Schenck et al., 2017; Schenck et al., 2021) 

Some waste reclaimers push trolleys and carry bags, while others use horse carts or bakkies 

(small pick-up trucks), and all are in the business of selling waste to make a living (Timm, 

2015; Viljoen et al., 2019; Iwu et al. 2020; Schenck et al. 2021).  

 

Table 3.7:2 below shows different streams of waste collected and sold at BBCs and other 

general dealers who are prepared to buy recyclables.  
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Table 3.7:2 Sources and Types of Solid Waste 

Source  Typical waste generators Types of solid wastes 

Residential Single and multi-family dwellings Food wastes, paper, cardboard, 

plastics, textiles, leather, yard wastes, 

wood, glass, metals, ashes, special 

wastes (e.g. bulky items, consumer 

electronics, white goods, batteries, oil, 

tires), and hazardous household wastes 

Industrial  Light and heavy manufacturing, 

fabrication, construction sites, 

power and chemical plants 

Housekeeping wastes 

packaging, food wastes construction 

and demolition materials, hazardous 

wastes, ashes, special wastes 

Commercial Stores, hotels, restaurants, markets, 

office buildings, etc. 

Paper, cardboard, plastics, wood, food 

wastes, glass, metals, special wastes, 

hazardous wastes 

Institutional  Schools, hospitals, prisons, 

government centres 

Same as commercial 

Construction and 

demolition sites 

New construction sites, road repair, 

renovation sites, demolition of 

buildings 

Wood, steel, concrete, dirt, etc.  

Municipal services Street cleaning, landscaping, parks, 

beaches, other recreational areas, 

water and wastewater treatment 

plants 

Street sweepings, landscape and tree 

trimmings, general wastes from parks, 

beaches and other recreational areas, 

sludge 

Processing Heavy and light manufacturing, 

refineries, chemical plants, power 

plants, mineral extraction and 

processing 

Industrial processing wastes, scrap 

materials, off-specification products, 

slag, tailings 

Source: Adapted from the following studies: (Dondapati et al., 2018; Schenck et al., 2019) 

3.8. The Roles of Waste Pickers in the recycling Economy 

The role of waste pickers in the recycling economy is integral. Local municipalities in different 

countries across the world have witnessed the essential services of waste pickers and their 

contribution to effective waste management practices. Research has proven (DEFF, 2020; 
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Samson, 2020) that, as the population continues to increase in many cities, the demand for 

waste management also rises.  The following sections discuss the contributions of waste pickers 

to the informal recycling economy.  

3.8.1. Economic contributions  

Despite engaging in dirty and hazardous work, waste pickers contribute to a countryôs economy 

(Schenck et al., 2019; WIEGO, 2020) - most importantly, to the urban economy and 

development of many cities around the world (Dias, 2016). Moreover, efficient waste 

management reflects well on municipalities as well (Samson, 2020). Waste pickers in cities are 

critical economic agents: through their activities they generate income for themselves, which 

adds to the circulation of money and strengthens the local economy, and they provide 

recyclable materials to formal enterprises and generate a demand for service providers (Dias, 

2016). Thus, the collection of recyclables for selling to BBCs and other general buyers is a 

practical transferal of waste products into profits for the BBCs, recycling shops and producers 

of recycled materials (Dias, 2016). The study by Barnes, Blaauw, Schenck and Pretorius (2020) 

concerning the role of BBCs in Cape Town (South Africa) confirms that the BBCs accept 

material from approximately 5500 collectors, including 3000 waste pickers - thus supporting 

as many as 15,000 people. According to the study, the BBCs collectively sold 17,100 tonnes 

of recyclables in an average month, constituting about R 25.7 million in material value. BBCs, 

therefore, facilitate informal livelihoods and contribute directly and indirectly to the formal 

waste economy (Barnes et al., 2020).  

Dias (2016) notes that, in the face of increasing unemployment rates across the world, waste 

pickers generate employment for themselves and others, creating opportunities where they 

might not exist otherwise. This self-created employment generates an income which supports 

families and dependants (Dias & Samson, 2016). The authors conducted a study in Durban 

(South Africa) which confirmed that the money earned from selling waste was also used to buy 

other goods for the purpose of selling them, thus generating a greater income. The activities of 

waste pickers in the study by Dias and Samson (2016) indeed confirm that waste pickers are 

critical contributors who feed into the economy by spending the money they have earned from 

selling waste materials and, in so doing, regenerating it through buying and selling from other 

sections of the economy.  
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3.8.2. Environmental contributions 

The existence of waste pickers contributes positively to the environment (Schenck et al., 2019), 

which, as a result, is generally healthier and cleaner. Consequently, the United Nations 

Environmental Programme (UNEP) (2013) refers to waste pickers as the óinvisible 

environmentalistsô of the world. In South African, only 10% of waste is recycled, and of this 

waste 90% is diverted away from the countryôs landfills by landfill (and street) reclaimers 

(Godfrey & Oelofse, 2017).  In addition, their activities also help to protect natural resources 

and reduce air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions (Schenck et al., 2019). This means that, 

despite being exposed to unhealthy working conditions, waste pickers still promote the health 

and well-being of society through their reclaiming activities (Uhunamure, Edokpayi & Shale, 

2021). The South African scenario also relates to other countries. For instance, waste pickers 

in Delhi reduced greenhouse gas emissions yearly by 962 133 metric tonnes of carbon dioxide 

which is equivalent to 176 215 passenger vehicles (Chintan, 2013:6). The DEFF (2020) points 

out that, when waste pickers divert waste from landfills, they lessen the need to set aside 

additional land for disposal facilities and the negative environmental effects connected to 

landfilling and dumping. Moreover, waste collectors decrease the extraction of new materials 

by substituting recycled materials. 

3.8.3. Municipal waste management contributions  

Municipalities in South Africa, as in the case of other countries around the world, are engaged 

in a fight to reduce waste. Municipal waste management policies and approaches have been 

devised to reduce waste at the fastest pace possible to save the environment (Samson, 2020). It 

is crucial to note that the formal waste sector and the South African Government have 

increasingly acknowledged the significance of waste pickers in preventing waste from going 

to landfills. (Godfrey & Oelofse, 2017). Waste pickers save municipalities in South Africa from 

the burden of unrolled waste in the dumpsites (Schenck et al., 2019), and this implies that waste 

pickers are a resource to their municipalities. They save municipalities up to R750million in 

landfill airspace each year (ENCA, 2019; Godfrey & Oelofse, 2017). Their contribution is, 

therefore, a call for clear integration and formal employment in the municipal systems so that 

they can save municipalities from extra expenditure and ineffective/inadequate waste 

management.  
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3.9. Buy-back Centres (BBCs) and Waste Pickers in the Value-chain 

In South Africa, buy-back centres contribute to increased waste recycling and assist 

municipalities across all regions in addressing uncontrolled waste deposited in landfills, 

thereby reducing the strain on landfill sites (Davie, 2002). A buy- back centre is a depot where 

individual waste collectors, reclaimers and street waste pickers can sell their recyclable waste. 

BBCs are important to informal waste collectors because they provide them with financial 

capital. Viljoen, Blaauw and Schenck (2019) concur that BBCsô benefits include the potential 

to create job opportunities for those working for them, as well as creating income-earning 

opportunities for people who informally collect and sell recyclables. As such, there is close 

interaction between buy-back centres and informal waste collectors as most of them visit buy-

back centres on a daily basis (Viljoen, Schenck & Blaauw, 2012). The buy-back centres, in 

turn, sell these waste materials to other larger buy-back centres or to recycling companies 

(Waste Management in South Africa, 2011:1). The examples of major BBCs in South Africa 

include, but are not limited to, Collect-a-can, Plastic Federation of SA, Glass Recycling, 

Carlton Paper, Sappi Wastepaper, Nampak Paper Recycling and Mondi Recycling (Waste 

Management in South Africa, 2011:1). These centres are important in the value chain of waste 

management as they contribute towards increasing the recycling of waste and the generation 

of energy in South Africa (Davie, 2002:1). 
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Figure 3.9:1 General overview of the recycling industry  

(Source: Viljoen et al., 2012) 

Because buy-back centres rely heavily on waste collected by individual waste collectors, 

reclaimers and street waste pickers, the location of their site is very important (Viljoen et al., 

2012). BBCs should be close enough and accessible to informal waste pickers to render both 

enterprises viable. In fact, the presence of BBCs buttresses the sustainability of waste pickersô 

livelihoods (Viljoen et al., 2012). However, in the case of scrap collectors in the rural Eastern 

Cape, Schenck et al. (2017) mention that they sell their scrap in Durban which is approximately 

200 kms away from Mthatha in the Eastern Cape. 

3.10. Gender and Waste: Disparities and Challenges  

The waste sector across the world varies in terms of gender domination. Dias and Fernandez 

(2013) note that, in this sector in Brazil, the workers are mostly women and children. In most 

Latin American and Sub-Saharan countries, a larger share of women than men are involved in 

informal employment (ILO, 2012). In the South African context, the waste industry is largely 

dominated by men (Schenck & Blaauw, 2011) with women constituting a very small portion 

in the waste picking sector. The literature consulted (Dias & Fernandez, 2013; Dias & Ogando, 

2015; Nzeadibe & Adama, 2015; Mokobane, 2016) reveals that there are many challenges 

pertaining to gender issues in the waste sector, and women are the most vulnerable. Although 
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research has been conducted to unmask the realities of gender differences in the waste sector 

in other countries (UN, 2022; Taron, Drechsel, & Gebrezgabher, 2021), little information exists 

about gender relations and divisions amongst waste pickers. The disparities in the waste sector 

in terms of gender still prevail. The vulnerability of women is notable and reflected in 

unemployment levels which compel women to move into the waste picking sector. In South 

Africa, the scenario is similar as unemployment is one of the factors that force women to join 

the informal sector, such as waste picking. These disparities are shown below.  

 

Figure 3.10:1 Unemployment rates in South Africa according to gender in 2021  

(Source: Stats SA, 2021) 

Figure 3.10:1 above shows that more women are affected by unemployment and are thus more 

vulnerable. Despite the increased attention given to studies on waste picking and solid waste 

management, there is still a lack of understanding regarding gender dynamics and gender 

division of labour involved in waste picking activities. These facts are inconsistent with the 

SDGS: Goal 5 (UN, 2015) with regard to achieving gender equality and empowering all women 

and girls to have access to opportunities in all relevant societal sectors, including the economy. 

Adopting a gender and feminist approach to waste picking, therefore, would recognise the need 

to explore more factors relating to gender disparities in the waste picking sector. The present 

research envisages bridging that gap by exploring the livelihoods of female scrap collectors in 

the rural Eastern Cape of South Africa. 
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3.11. The Hardships encountered by Waste Pickers owing to the Context 

of their informal Work  

Chapter 2 of this thesis reflected on the lack of recognition of reclaimers in the waste sector as 

a major challenge which they face. This section reflects on the challenges encountered by waste 

pickers in the context of their work, including their social circumstances. Viljoen et al. (2016) 

refer to these challenges as potential barriers which prevent waste pickers from improving their 

socio-economic condition.  

3.11.1. Challenges relating to the context of their work  

The consulted literature makes it clear that the nature of work in which waste pickers are 

involved exposes them to a number of challenges which include unsafe working conditions and 

potential health risks. These challenges are reported as disabling factors which prevent waste 

pickers from doing their work properly.  

¶ Unsafe working conditions  

The working conditions of waste pickers across all countries are unpleasant (WIEGO, 2022) 

and vary according to the contexts of different countries, type of activity they are involved in 

and gender related circumstances. In the study conducted by Schenck and Blaauw (2011) 

concerning the work and lives of street waste pickers in Pretoria, South Africa, interviewed 

participants reported that their working conditions were a harsh daily routine. The study found 

that the working space of the street waste pickers was harmful to human health. In search of 

waste as their primary asset, street waste pickers struggle as they walk long distances carrying 

heavy loads. They also reported that, when they pushed along their trolleys, they faced 

significant danger of being run over by cars at intersections. Langenhoven and Dysselôs study 

(2007) reports that the weather is a significant problem for the waste collectors and notes that, 

for instance, wet weather negatively affects their earnings as buy-back centres pay less for 

damp paper and cardboard boxes.  

The work-related conditions encountered by landfill waste pickers are different. In a study 

conducted by Mudavanhu (2020) the landfill waste pickers highlighted that the major risk that 

impacts their work is the fact that most of the waste in the landfills is lethal. Furthermore, their 

working on landfills exposes them to extreme weather conditions (Langenhoven & Dyssel, 

2017) which has a negative impact on their work and income (Mudavanhu, 2020). The 

participants in Mudavanhuôs study explained that, during summer, they work in the sun and 

often in high temperatures without having shade; in winter, they do not have protection against 



94 

 

the rain and cold. Besides damp paper and cardboard boxes being difficult to sell, the wet and 

cold also adversely affect their health. Mudavanhu (2020) adds that, where street waste pickers 

risk being run over by cars, landfill waste pickers are pushed off the landfills by authorities and 

the landfills are closed. This has an immediate impact on the lives of those supported by landfill 

waste pickers as closed landfill sites mean no income.  

 

 

¶ Income generation from the recycling activities  

According to Buch et al. (2021), waste pickersô livelihoods are constantly under threat due to 

their dependence upon volatility-prone commodity markets. In the national study conducted by 

Viljoen et al. (2018:4) in South Africa, one waste picker said: ñSometimes you do not make 

enough money to buy foodò. Viljoen et al. (2018) analysed the income of 873 street waste 

pickers in South Africa and established that their income generated from collecting and selling 

waste is not sufficient to lift them out of poverty as, according to the studyôs findings, half of 

the street waste pickers nationally earn a usual-day income of R50 or less. The minimum 

income earned in a day was R2 and the maximum was R500. For some street waste pickers, 

the income is enough to survive materially, but for most it is too low.  

Another study concerning income generation by waste pickers, and conducted by Ogah, Adana, 

Magaji and Ayuba (2017) in Nigeria, revealed that 33% of the respondents earned between N 

4,000 (R0, 14) and N14, 000 (R 0,50) monthly, 17% earned between N15, 000 (R0, 54) and 

N25, 000 (R0, 90) monthly, 8% earned between N26, 000 (R0, 94) and N36, 000 (R4,90) 

monthly, 3% of them earned N37, 000 and above monthly, while 39% of the respondents could 

not recall how much they earned monthly. 

Street waste pickers have very little influence over the prices they receive for the waste 

collected except to properly sort the waste. The price for mixed waste is substantially lower 

than that for properly sorted waste (Viljoen, Schenck & Blaauw, 2012). Buch et al. (2021) also 

note that the top-down approach, which resonates with the neoliberalist perspectives and is 

used by the private sector in the recycling economy, restricts waste pickersô income. Private 

sectors handle waste in whatever manner is most profitable for the enterprises and do not create 

a sufficiently supportive economy for waste pickers that would be enough for their household 

needs.  
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¶ Occupational health hazards and associated risks 

Waste pickers work in conditions that subject them to high risks which are detrimental to their 

health (Njoronge, Wokabi, Ngetich & Kethuri, 2013). Oyelola, Babatunde, Abiodun and 

Popoola (2011) found that the work that waste pickers do exposes them to respiratory problems. 

For instance, coughing and asthma appeared to be a frequent problem for waste pickers 

working at landfill sites. A few mentioned that they suffered from chest pains. Mothiba, Moja 

and Loans (2017) studied the working condition and health status of waste pickers at some of 

the landfill sites in Tshwane, South Africa, and established that 41% of the respondents 

revealed that,  since having started waste picking, they had visited the local clinics and hospitals 

for various medical reasons, such as bottle cuts, eye check-ups, joint problems, lung issues, 

chest pains, headaches, coughing, TB treatment and asthma treatment. Woodward and Gal 

(2020) note that these conditions [lung and chest problems] worsens during pandemics, such 

as COVID-19 as viruses remain active in the plastics which some waste pickers collect. Work 

directly with recyclable materials increases their exposure compared with many other workers, 

and they often conduct this work without gloves or masks (Dias, 2020). 

Particularly health risks associated with their work raise the question of viability and 

sustainability of their livelihood (Schenck et al., 2019). It is clear that the working conditions 

described above have serious implications for the health and lives of waste pickers holistically 

and do not guarantee a regular income.  

¶ Lack of legal protection  

The literature consulted warrants attention to the legal protection of waste pickers. Despite the 

exposure of waste pickers to hazardous activities, WIEGO (2022) notes that they continue to 

face challenges regarding the protection of their rights. Koen and Fourie (2022) contend that 

the fundamental human rights of waste pickers are of utmost importance, however, in reality 

they face increasing challenges. In South Africa, the legal representation of waste pickers 

through formal structures and the law is still only a promise since the draft of the Waste Picker 

Integration Guidelines in 2020. Despite the move to integrate waste pickers within formal 

structures, there are still gaps with respect to their full representation in and by local structures. 

Another example in the informal sector of the economy which accords with this observation is 

that of day labourers who experience a lack of legal protection by relevant legislation and 

institutions, such as trade unions (Xweso, Blaauw & Schenck, 2022). Waste pickers are as 

vulnerable as day labourers, and it is through legal structures that their fundamental human 
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rights can be guaranteed. WIEGO (2022) notes that, internationally, such as in Colombia and 

Brazil, waste pickers have endeavoured to form collectives to advocate their rightful 

representation in legal structures, and they have successfully achieved inclusion in municipal 

planning.  

Despite hard-won advances, significant legal and regulatory challenges remain. In many cities, 

waste pickers lack formal recognition and may work at the whim of local officials (Muringa, 

2021). The services that waste pickers provide, and the support they require to provide those 

services, may not be accounted for in municipal planning. And, like workers in many sectors 

of the informal economy, waste pickers are generally excluded from social protection schemes. 

That is problematic because of the heightened health and safety risks that they face.  

The information and findings presented in the present study may help waste pickers and their 

organisations, as well as lawyers, researchers, advocates and policymakers, understand some 

of the legal challenges around waste picking and will provide some models for addressing those 

challenges. 

¶ Lack of representation in cooperatives and movements  

According to Dias (2012), waste pickers are lacking representation in co-operatives and 

movements in some countries around the world. Diasô (2012) observation is echoed by Schenck 

et al.ôs (2016) contention that waste pickers are unregistered, unregulated and are looked down 

upon. Their inclusion in cooperatives is an elusive exercise as it has not been popularised in 

many countries. However, this is not a universal case. The definition of cooperatives extracted 

from the ILO (2020) describes them as ñan autonomous association of persons united 

voluntarily to meet their common economic, social and cultural needs and aspirations through 

a jointly owned and democratically controlled enterpriseò and carries in it a promise that waste 

pickers would benefit if they were to form a cooperative and became part of a ódemocratically 

controlled enterpriseô. Uhunamure et al. (2021) posit that cooperatives in South Africa, for 

example, have been actively promoted by the Government as a way of formalising the informal 

sector, ensuring enterprise development and stimulating job creation. The challenge in the 

waste sector is the lack of representation of waste pickers through cooperatives as an integral 

tool for waste picker integration.  

The integral role of cooperatives, mostly involving women, is to build the capacity of women, 

create jobs and alleviate poverty (Wessels, 2016; Modise, 2020). The only type of business in 

which people, including producers, workers and consumers, are able to pursue their economic 
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needs and aspirations, are better integrated into society, and have access to goods, services and 

benefits that they otherwise would not have, is a cooperative, according to the International 

Cooperative Alliance (ICA, 2015). It must be emphasised that affording waste pickers 

representation in existing cooperatives enhances their lives and their economic functioning and 

contributes to their livelihood sustainability.  

By contrast, Silva (2012) reports that, in Brazil, waste pickers are well represented by 

movements and organisations. According to Silva (2012), the national waste pickersô 

movement in Minas Gerais, Brazil, has played a leading role in the organisation of waste 

pickers. The contribution of the movement is essentially aimed at shaping the demands of waste 

pickers. Silva (2012) further reports that even religious institutions, such as churches, have 

been involved in these movements, providing organisational and financial assistance to waste 

pickers, both men and women, and advocating their citizenship rights. Dias (2012) also 

mentions the recognition of waste pickers by the Brazilian government as a specific category 

in the Brazilian Classification of Occupations and that their rights should be safeguarded by 

associations and cooperatives.  

¶ Barriers to accessing higher value materials  

In the private waste recycling sector, there are challenges in certain areas that have complicated 

the activities of waste recycling as standardisations have been set for the monetary value of 

certain waste materials (Buch et al., 2021). The value now focuses more on monetary gains 

than on the promotion of waste recycling. This has led to the private sector prioritising high-

value materials for profit. Private companies on their own have engaged in fast-scale collection 

of high-value materials, such as copper, to sell them to the BBCs. However, ordinary waste 

pickers have very limited access to such materials. The increase in the population within the 

waste collection sector has led to a scarcity in terms of high-value materials. In other instances, 

Dias (2011) notes that it is not only the population increase that has led to difficulties in 

accessing high-value materials, but gender disparities are also a notable factor. Dias (2011) 

further elaborates that woman in particular, owing to the strenuous and often hazardous nature 

of waste reclaiming, tend to be discouraged from attempting to collect high-value materials as 

they need to be fit and capable to attend to their domestic responsibilities.  

Waste pickersô access to high-value materials in order to increase their earning could be 

facilitated through their integration in cooperatives. The International Labour Organisation 

(2020) argues that the role of cooperatives is to create social and economic solidarity among 
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waste pickers and strives for the formalisation of waste pickers via waste management 

processes in different countries. For women involved in the waste picking sector, cooperatives 

would be a vehicle for the development of skills and social status of their families as the 

cooperatives would afford them an opportunity to discuss and learn about family care whilst 

being involved in waste picking activities. In addition, Buch et al. (2021) note that cooperatives 

would allow waste pickers to build networks with entities in the formal waste management 

sector so as to have access to high-value materials and make a profit that would sustain them.  

 

¶ Criminal Risks Faced by Women in the Scrap Collection environment  

Criminality creates risks for waste pickers in all waste picking categories, but more so when 

collecting scrap due to the high value linked to it. The scrap metal industry in South Africa has 

been beset by criminal activities. In addition, the women also face violence as a result of truck 

drivers abandoning them on the road, which has a severe negative impact on their well-being 

and ultimately their ability to make a living. Despite this, they continue to collect scrap and 

earn money because it is their livelihood (Xelelo, 2018; Schenck et al., 2017). Naidoo (2020) 

also highlights the particular difficulties faced by female scrap metal collectors in South Africa 

due to their line of work, women are especially exposed to gender-based abuse and exploitation 

by both criminal elements and other industry players. While collecting and selling scrap metal 

can be financially rewarding, reports have shown that women are frequently the targets of abuse 

and harassment.  Women find it challenging to compete with their male counterparts due to a 

combination of cultural gender stereotypes, hazardous working conditions, and physical 

demands of the job (Naidoo, 2020).  

¶ Lack of transportation of heavy loads  

The availability of transportation is a secondary asset for waste pickers to make their work 

feasible. A study conducted by Schenck et al. (2019) found that waste pickers suffered from 

ergonometric or musculoskeletal risks owing to travelling long distances in search of 

recyclables. Ergonometric or musculoskeletal risks refer to physiological damage from 

unnatural movements of the body (Reyneke, 2016). In the case of the study by Schenck et al. 

(2019) waste pickers were exposed to such damage as a result of heavy physical work, such as 

pushing and pulling bags and trolleys and carrying large bags of recyclables. Such 

physiological damage is aggravated by the lack of mechanical transportation of the load. 

According to Schenck et al. (2017), the availability of mechanical transport would make the 
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work of waste pickers feasible. Schenck et al. (2017) focused on the work of scrap collectors 

along the N2 highway in the Eastern Cape Province who earn a living from collecting scrap 

metal and paying to have it transported to Durban for selling purposes. In their study, they 

reported that female scrap collectors experience logistical difficulties regarding the 

transportation of materials to buyers. The inability to transport the primary asset (their scrap) 

warrants attention to the feasibility and the sustainability of their livelihood.  

It is worth noting that Schenck, Blaauw and Viljoen (2016) state that the best and only mode 

of transportation of waste to BBCs, particularly for street waste pickers, are trolleys. The issue 

of transportation contributes to the unreliability of waste reclaimersô earnings (Schenck at al. 

2016). In the studies by Langenhoven and Dyssel (2007) and Viljoen et al. (2016) those 

collecting recyclables with trolleys earned more than those collecting with bags, simply 

because more can be loaded onto the trolley. It can be concluded that mechanical transportation 

plays an important economic role in the lives of waste pickers.  

A valuable conclusion is that transportation is not only an essential benefit for waste pickers, 

but also for the value chain role players, such as manufacturing industries, brokers, buyback 

centres and informal cooperatives, as it enables transference of raw material from one role 

player to another.  

¶ Seasonality challenges: The impact of COVID-19 on the work of waste pickers 

The COVID-19 pandemic came as a shock to every country in the entire world, and its impact 

cannot be excluded from waste pickersô pool of challenges. Their way of life and economic 

structure were interrupted by the COVID-19-induced lockdown (Rob, 2020). Their work was 

impacted by the ósocial distancing' laws that the Government announced (Carenbauer, 2021; 

Muringa, 2021). The closure of businesses and industries also resulted in less waste, less 

labour, and less money. Additionally, industries were compelled to dispose of their waste rather 

than recycle it due to the restricted movement brought on by the nationwide lockdowns 

(Carenbauer, 2021). WIEGO (2021) agrees that the disruption in the markets and the 

economies around the world during the COVID-19 pandemic posed a considerable threat to 

waste pickers. Consequently, the pandemic put intense strain on the financial position of 

reclaimers and their families. Kaza (2020) further notes that, despite the fact that relief funds 

were distributed in many countries to help the vulnerable populations, there is little to no 

evidence that waste pickers were supported, instead their livelihoods remained threatened.  
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3.11.2. Challenges relating to individual circumstances  

This section discusses the hardships encountered by waste pickers and related to the individual 

circumstances.  

¶ Human capital development barriers 

Human capital is an important aspect of human development. Human capital refers to the 

acquisition of skills and knowledge, the ability to work, as well as good health which enable 

people to pursue livelihood strategies and objectives (DFID, 1999). Waste pickers struggle to 

find better employment opportunities because of their limited skills relating to human 

development. According to Carrasco (2009), many South Africans are compelled to participate 

in the informal economy due to the country's high unemployment rate and structural changes, 

such as a decline in the need for unskilled and semi-skilled labour. Viljoen et al. (2016) point 

out that the difficulty of waste pickers to obtain employment in the formal or informal economy 

is not solely due to institutional failure; it may also be a result of some innate qualities. These 

traits are correlated with their level of human capital development, which includes their highest 

levels of schooling, language ability and prior full-time employment. 

Fryer and Hepburn (2010) agree that there are few job prospects for uneducated people. 

Research conducted has confirmed that waste pickers have low levels of educational 

attainment, both in South Africa and in other countries. Fryer and Hepburn (2010) analysed the 

educational levels of street waste pickers in three semi-urban areas/towns in South Africa: 

Grahamstown, Fort Beaufort and Duncan Village, all located in the Eastern Cape Province. 

Their analysis revealed that only three street waste pickers had an educational level higher than 

Grade 12. An overwhelming majority of 92.9% of the street waste pickers had not completed 

their formal schooling, only 44% had some secondary schooling, and 48.5% had more limited 

schooling or no schooling at all.  

Another study conducted by Schenck and Blaauw (2011) concurs with the findings of Fryer 

and Hepburn (2010), namely, that there are very low levels of schooling amongst waste pickers. 

Schenck and Blaauw agree that low levels of education prelude waste pickers from full-time 

employment. Their findings are summarised in Figure 3.11.2:1.  
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Figure 3.11.2:1 The highest levels of schooling completed by street waste pickers in 

Pretoria, South Africa, in 2010  

(Source: Schenck & Blaauw (2011) 

According to the data in Figure 3.11:1, only 24% of waste pickers in the Pretoria study had had 

some secondary schooling, and 76% had not proceeded beyond primary school level. There 

was no evidence of post-school education. The alarming findings of these studies indicate that 

the low educational levels of waste pickers are detrimental to their ability to find better 

opportunities of employment.  

The findings with regard to the South African scenario are similar to the outcomes of studies 

in other parts of the world. For example, in Nigeria, Nzeadibe (2009, 2021) conducted a series 

of studies over a period of 13 years, and the findings regarding low levels of educational 

attainment among waste pickers are noteworthy. Nzeadibe (2009) found that waste pickers 

generally had low levels of formal education. Nearly 88% of them had either no formal 

education or only primary education. About 13% reported that they could not complete 

secondary education as a result of poor parental backgrounds. Consequently, lack of education 

and skills debarred them from securing formal employment, and hence their decision to pick 

waste. This lack of education also contributed to the inability to find alternative employment, 

as some of the pickers were not trained in any other trade for survival. In the group of reclaimers 

surveyed, 46% reported that they possessed no other job, while about 54% of the pickers had 

alternative jobs (Nzeadibe, 2009).  

¶ Family circumstances and relationships  

The family life of waste pickers is disrupted owing to their inability to contact and receive 

support from their families. Mclean (2000) conducted a study among waste pickers and 

established that, because of the nature of their work and their circumstances, it was difficult for 

them to visit their families ï mainly because they could not afford taking off days from their 

waste reclaiming activities and/or the travelling. This implies that it was often not possible to 
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support their dependants as they were unable to reach the latter. A similar pattern is followed 

amongst others engaged in informal activities: day labourers also maintain that they only visit 

their families if they have monetary resources to do so (Blaauw, 2010; Xweso, 2019). In the 

study conducted by Schenck and Blaauw (2011) in Pretoria it became evident that waste 

pickers had little contact, or no physical contact, with their families. Only 4% of them had 

contact with family members. This observation is different to that of a study by Hayami, 

Dikshit and Mishra (2006) in Delhi, who found that waste pickers did have contact with their 

families and received support from them. In the context of South Africa, the studies suggest 

that dysfunctionalities within families are prevalent due to the lack of regular contact. The 

literature reveals that the majority of waste pickers are males, which addresses the issue of 

fatherhood and male roles in the families, particularly the role of taking care of the needs of 

the children (Mothiba, Moja & Loans, 2017). The context of study of Schenck et al. (2020) in 

the rural areas of the Karoo (South Africa) is different: the waste pickers in the study had the 

privilege of living with their families, not having to worry about the latter, and being able to 

provide directly for them.  

¶ Social conditions and access to resources 

The consulted literature (Viljoen et al., 2015; Schenck et al., 2018; Ramolelle & Xweso, 2022) 

posits that waste pickers around the world do not have access to decent resources in the context 

of their work. According to Viljoen et al. (2015) the concept of ósocial conditionsô of waste 

pickers refers to access to resources that meet their basic human needs, such as the type of 

structure or shelter where they usually sleep, access to food, and access to (or availability of) 

other basic household services. According to Max-Neef (1989), the essence of human beings 

is far more advanced and on a different and much higher level. The fundamental subsistence 

human needs, such as water, food and shelter, are essential for life and social development. By 

contrast, waste pickers find themselves in a deprivation trap with no decent - or even available 

- resources to make their lives easier. In the study conducted by Schenck and Blaauw (2011) 

among the street waste pickers in Pretoria, out of 142 respondents, 69% reported that they had 

no access to proper housing, and they slept in the streets. Similarly, Benson and Vanqa-

Mgijima (2010) found that, in Cape Town, most street waste pickers lived and slept in the 

streets, with some sleeping in townships around Cape Town. Viljoen et al. (2015) found that 

the lack of resources inhibits street waste pickersô capability to be productive. Their research 

revealed that because waste pickers lacked adequate housing and other household necessities 
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including water, toilets, cooking facilities, and washing facilities, they occasionally slept on 

the streets or in the veld (bush). 

The access to adequate food among waste pickers is also a social problem which affects their 

well-being. Schenck, Blaauw, Viljoen and Swart (2018) conducted research among landfill 

waste pickers in South Africa, and the respondents admitted that they had no access to proper 

food while they were on the landfill sites. The majority of those interviewed reported that they 

only had access to food scraps in the dustbins or disposable containers. The study also assessed 

the nutritional options of the landfill waste pickers, and it was found that they prepared food 

for themselves while collecting waste at the landfills. These findings are similar to those by 

Mudavanhu (2020) concerning landfill waste pickers in the Western Cape Province where they 

often miss regular meals and where the majority have reported that they have spent more than 

three days without proper food. In this study, the waste pickers collected food on the landfill 

sites that had been disposed of by households.  

The above findings suggest that the social circumstances of waste pickers are appalling. 

Despite poor social conditions and restricted access to resources due to their line of work, waste 

pickers, nonetheless, make an effort to engage in waste collecting activities in order to achieve 

their goal, which is to make living (Ramolelle & Xweso, 2022), and food-security is perhaps 

the most basic and crucial necessity for all human beings.   

¶ Poor nurturance of children owing to the involvement in waste picking  

The womenôs involvement in waste picking activities is mainly to support their children 

(Mlotshwa et al., 2022). The women in the study conducted by Mlotshwa et al., (2022) in 

Durban (South Africa) referred to waste picking activities as a form of work and expressed 

pride in how this had enabled them to provide for their families and send children to school. 

By contrast, Ramolelle and Xwesoôs study (2022) conducted in Mashaeng (Free State, South 

Africa) concerning the vulnerability, risks and coping mechanisms of female street waste 

pickers, found that the women who took part in the study admitted to poor nurturance of their 

children owing to their involvement in waste picking activities. Ramolelle and Xweso mention 

that, since waste pickers need to work constantly due to the nature of their jobs, they sometime 

struggle to find a balance between their work activities and caring for children. Hee Chee et al. 

(2009) and Waterhouse et al. (2021) concur with Ramolelle and Xweso that the time that 

informally working mothers are required to devote to their work and the physical, mental and 
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emotional toll that their work exacts of them could severely deprive their children of the 

interactions with their mothers which are crucial for their healthy development. 

According to Ramolelle and Xweso (2022), the challenges with regard to domestic 

responsibilities, in particular nurturing their children, are prevalent among the waste pickers 

interviewed in their study. This is borne out by findings of a study conducted by Mbulayi et al. 

(2020) which provide compelling insights into the difficulties that mothers who endeavour to 

generate sustainable livelihoods through street vending activities encountered in their attempts 

to fulfil their maternal responsibilities to their babies and small children. The women who 

participated in the study expressed an acute awareness that plying their trade prevented them 

from providing adequate care to the children who accompanied them, such as their ability to 

breastfeed or change diapers, or simply to provide their children with sufficiently nurturing 

interactions. Nonetheless, the mothers justified the compromises that they were obliged to 

make by citing the severe food insecurity to which they would be exposed if they were to 

abandon their vending activities in favour of devoting their attention exclusively to their 

children. However, Mlotshwa et al. (2021) emphasise that the very engagement of women in 

waste picking is solely driven by responsibilities concerning their families and children. 

¶ Stigmatisation by Government and the public  

Stigma plays a disruptive role in waste pickersô interactions and freedom of movement (Peres, 

2016). Similarly, Perez (2021) postulates that stigma is a constraint for waste pickers in South 

Africa. Consequently, the limited social inclusion and insufficient recognition of waste pickers 

by authorities is a constraint in their lives. This is supported by Nowicki (2019) who notes that 

the lack of recognition of waste pickers by governments is an act of stigmatising their work 

which creates a system that does not attach any meaning to their work. However, according to 

Nowicki, waste pickers are a resource to many countries as they contribute to the environment 

and the economy. In contrast, Samson (2020) notes that, in the context of South Africa, a little 

progress in practice is beginning to show, as many municipalities and regions are considering 

recognising waste pickers and their contribution in the recycling economy.  

Furthermore, Nowicki (2019) also reports that waste pickers are stigmatised by the public 

because of the work they do. Schenck and Blaauw (2011) concur and posit that waste pickers 

are looked down upon by the public because their work is considered to be dirty and not decent. 

The nature of the work of waste pickers thus creates a different perception among the public. 

Perez (2021) postulates that the negative stereotyping and perceptions of waste pickers 
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prevents them from gaining the level of support required for their participation in the ógreenô 

economy. It is worth noting that this also has implications for municipalities as they would 

lose, due to stigmatisation, a considerable participation of waste pickers which would have 

contributed to the urban economy and municipal practices with regard to waste management. 

Perez (2021) reports that the activities of waste pickers are perceived to be dirty and insufficient 

for the minimisation of waste. By contrast, the value of waste pickers within the broader waste 

management sector is considered pivotal for the recycling economy (Oxford, 2020). 

3.12. Chapter summary  

The literature discussed in this chapter reveals that unemployment, particularly among the 

youth and women, is on the rise in South Africa and many other countries and is a major reason 

for driving millions of people to seek work in the informal sector. The chapter has provided a 

discussion of the context of poverty in South Africa which continues to affect disadvantaged 

populations. The poor educational attainment prevalent in South Africa continues to exclude 

many South Africans from escaping poverty as a decent and comprehensive education is one 

of the prerequisites for possible work-security. Waste pickersô typical characteristics include 

poor educational attainment; hence they resort to waste picking as a survival strategy. The 

chapter has described that the activities of waste reclaiming fall within the informal sector 

which has, for many years, absorbed millions of unemployed people who enter this sector 

solely to eke out a living. People construct livelihoods through collecting and selling waste to 

buy-back centres. BBCs are valuable to waste pickers as they offer waste pickers a monetary 

return for their efforts and, in turn, waste pickers are also valuable to BBCs as they provide the 

latter with recyclable materials that can be sold to major waste collectors. Despite their 

contribution to the local economies and their environmental contribution, waste pickers 

continue to experience challenges in the context of their work and their individual 

circumstances.  
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CHAPTER 4: 

SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOODS FRAMEWORK  

4.1. Introduction  

This chapter outlines the theoretical framework that was used to investigate and analyse the 

livelihoods of female scrap collectors in South Africa's rural Eastern Cape. This study 

employed the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF) as a versatile instrument to present a 

fuller picture of the lives of disadvantaged populations in order to analyse the livelihoods of 

these women meaningfully. Serrat (2017) refers to the SLF as an approach. However, it is 

referred to as a framework for the purposes of this study (DFID, 1999).  Scrap collectors are 

vulnerable populations in South Africa and other parts of the world, so it is critical to attach 

meaning to what sustains their livelihoods. As a result, the fundamental focus of the SLF is to 

deepen the understanding of the livelihoods of poor and vulnerable people (DFID, 1999; 

Allison & Horemans, 2006), and provide a framework to identify the risks, organisational and 

institutional environments, and vulnerabilities that affect them. Since it can be continuously 

adapted, the framework becomes a living tool to understand poverty and vulnerability (DFID, 

1999; Lombard, 2019) in order to eliminate these conditions, plan and manage new 

developments informed by scientific research, and thus contribute to livelihood sustainability 

(DFID, 1999). 

This chapter is divided into sections. First, it outlines the historical background of the 

sustainable livelihoods framework and its development. The second section casts light on the 

basic principles and objectives of the SLF, including its basic components, as they are the core 

focus of this thesis by providing a method for analysing the livelihoods of female scrap 

collectors in the Eastern Cape. The third section covers the theoretical integration of the SLF 

with other theories of decoloniality in social work. This is done specifically to show how they 

connect with the SLF. Therefore, similarities and common arguments of these social work 

theories and SLF are identified. The SLF is then linked with liberal feminism. It must be 

emphasised that, due to the nature of the studied population, mainly women, it is critical to 

include feminism because of its developmental implications in terms of women's economic 

rights and greater employment prospects. Lastly, reflections are made on the merits and 

weaknesses of the SLF approach, both as a tool that can be used in research and in direct 

practice. The following section discusses the origins of the SLF.  
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4.2. Historical background of the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework 

(SLF) 

4.2.1. The Origins of the SLF 

The evolution of the sustainable livelihoods framework can be characterised as the outcome of 

the 1992 Earth Summit held in Rio de Janeiro (Pernings, 1994). The conference was organised 

by the United Nations (UN) and focused on the environment and development as key areas for 

discussion. In addition, the priority concern of the Earth Summit was the promotion of the 

Agenda 21 (agenda for the 21st century). The clear aim of the Agenda 21 was stated as 

ñeveryone must have the opportunity to earn a sustainable livelihoodò. Key issues, such as 

population growth, resources, environment and the development, were considered because they 

influence the needs of the poor (Chambers, 1987:10). After carefully considering the 

integration of all-important socioeconomic issues within the Agenda 21, a concept of 

sustainable livelihoods was adopted ï which then led to the adoption of the sustainable 

livelihoodsô framework. However, Morse and McNamara (2013) note that the concept of 

sustainable livelihoods did not become mainstream until the late 1990s. The authors raise an 

important question which one needs to ask to understand the conceptual roots of the SLF: ñSo 

why did the delay occur?ò  

The conceptual roots of the SLF are varied, including a number of older trends and ideas that 

included applied sciences, agro-eco systems / farming systems and participatory approaches to 

rural development (de Haan, 2012). As with many initiatives that drive intentional 

development, SLF did not arise out of a vacuum; neither does it have a definitive starting point. 

Agro-eco systems, for instance, emerged to bring together concepts in ecology and social and 

economic aspects of agriculture (Conway, 1985) in order to eradicate poverty. 

Systems-based (or systematic) approaches were not simply academic frameworks but were also 

used in practice. New approaches to knowledge generation, for example, were becoming more 

common and began to supplant traditional approaches. Farmers, according to the latter 

approaches, were merely recipients of new knowledge and technologies developed by research 

services and given through an extension service - hence the phrase technology transfer. These 

previous methods were linear, with information flowing in only one direction. Newer systems 

encourage farmers to collaborate with researchers on knowledge development (Conway, 1985; 

Morse & McNamara, 2013). Ison et al. (1997:258) describe the new systems as ñsystems that 

question the efficiency of linear top-down models such as transfer of technology and diffusion 
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of innovationò. In essence, partnership approaches had to be built upon a genuine participation 

in the process of development. These included the rapid rural appraisal (RRA) and participatory 

rural appraisal (PRA). The participatory approach had a strong focus on rural development and 

sought to include households in the process (Chambers, 1991). It is worth noting that Chambers 

(1991) played a significant role in the change from top-down to participatory work. All these 

approaches were more extractive in that they intended to learn about the livelihoods of the poor 

and so arrive at recommendations for interventions that were more participatory in nature and 

based on understanding holistically the livelihoods of the poor.  

Table 4.2.1:1 Sustainable Livelihoods Chronology 

1987 The World Commission on Environment and Development publishes its report: Our 

Common Future (Brundtland Commission Report, 1987a). 

1988 The IIED publishes papers from its 1987 conference: The Greening of Aid: 

Sustainable Livelihoods in Practice (Conroy & Litvinoff, eds, 1988). 

1990 The UNDP publishes the first Human Development Report. 

1992  The UN holds the Conference on Environment and Development. 

The IDS publishes Sustainable Rural Livelihoods: Practical Concepts for the 21st 

Century (Chambers & Conway, 1992). 

1993 Oxfam starts to employ the SL approach in formulating overall aims, improving 

project strategies and staff training. 

1994 CARE adopts household livelihoods security as a programming framework in its 

relief and development work. 

1995  The UN holds World Summit on Social Development. 

The UNDP adopts Employment and Sustainable Livelihoods as one of five priorities 

in its overall human development mandate to serve as both a conceptual and 

programming framework for poverty reduction. 

The IISD publishes Adaptive Strategies and Sustainable Livelihoods (Singh & 

Kalala, 1995), the report of a UNDP-funded programme.  

The SID launches project on Sustainable Livelihoods and Peopleôs Everyday 

Economics. 

1996 Adaptable Livelihoods: coping with food insecurity in the Malian Sahel (Davies, 

1996) is published by Macmillan. 

The DFID invites proposals for major ESCOR research programme on Sustainable 

Livelihoods. The IDS led consortium wins the main award, with another award to 

ODG. 

The IISD publishes Participatory Research for Sustainable Livelihoods: A 

Guidebook for Field Projects (Rennie & Singh, 1996). 

1997 New Labour administration publishes its first White Paper on international 

development, 

Eliminating World Poverty: A Challenge for the 21st Century. 
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1998 The DFIDôs Natural Resources Department opens a consultation 

division/office/position on sustainable livelihoods and establishes a Rural 

Livelihoods Advisory Group. 

The Natural Resources Advisersô annual conference takes Sustainable Livelihoods 

as its theme and later publishes contributory papers: Sustainable Rural Livelihoods: 

What Contribution Can We Make? (Carney, et al., 1998). 

The SID publishes The Sustainable Livelihoods Approach, General Report of the 

Sustainable Livelihoods Project 1995ï1997 (Amalric, 1998). 

The UNDP publishes Policy Analysis and Formulation for Sustainable Livelihoods 

(Roe, 1998). 

The DFID establishes the SL Virtual Resource Centre and the SL Theme Group. 

The IDS publishes Sustainable rural livelihoods: a framework for analysis (Scoones, 

1998). 

The FAO/UNDP Informal Working Group on Participatory Approaches and 

Methods to Support Sustainable Livelihoods and Food Security meets for the first 

time.  

1999 The DFID creates the Sustainable Livelihoods Support Office and appoints Jane 

Clark as its Head. 

The DFID publishes the first Sustainable Livelihoods Guidance Sheets (DFID, 

1999a); Sustainable Livelihoods and Poverty Elimination (DFID, 1999b); and 

Livelihoods Approaches Compared (Carney & May, 1999). 

Presenters at the Natural Resources Advisersô Conference report progress in 

implementing SL approaches and DFID later publishes these in Sustainable 

Livelihoods: Lessons from Early Experience (Ashley & Carney, 1999). 

The ODI publishes Sustainable Livelihoods in Practice: early application of 

concepts in rural areas (Farrington et al., 1999). 

The DFID establishes the Sustainable Livelihoods Resource Group of 

Researchers/Consultants. 

Mixing it: Rural livelihoods and diversity in developing countries (Ellis, 2000b) is 

published. 

2000 The DFID commissions and funds óLivelihoods Connectô, a website serving as a 

learning platform for SLA. 

The FAO organises an Inter-Agency Forum on Operationalising Sustainable 

Livelihoods Approaches, involving the DFID, FAO, WFP, UNDP and IFAD. 

The DFID publishes Sustainable Livelihoods ï Current thinking and practice (DFID, 

2000a); Sustainable Livelihoods ï Building on Strengths (DFID, 2000b); Achieving 

Sustainability: Poverty Elimination and the Environment (DFID, 2000c); and more 

SL Guidance Sheets. 

The Sustainable Livelihoods Resource Group establishes a subgroup on PIP (Policy, 

Institutions and Processes). 

The IDS publishes Analysing Policy for Sustainable Livelihoods (Shankland, 2000), 

the final report from its ESCOR programme. 
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Oxfam publishes Environments and Livelihoods: Strategies for Sustainability 

(Neefjes, 2000). 

The British Government publishes its second White Paper Eliminating World 

Poverty: Making Globalisation Work for the Poor (DFID, 2000e). 

 The DFID commissions research on further development of the SLA framework: 

practical policy options to support sustainable livelihoods. 

Sustainable Livelihoods: Building on the Wealth of the Poor (Helmore & Singh, 

2001) is 

Published. 

The DFID organises SLA review meeting of officials, researchers and practitioners. 

Source: Solesbury (2003) 

Table 4.2.1.1 shows the historical chronology of the SLF, which is crucial since it 

contextualises the approach's origins and how it has evolved over time in various contexts. The 

following parts outline the talks on SLF, beginning with its objectives and principles.  

4.3. Objectives and Principles of the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework  

First and foremost, the primary argument on which the SLF and social work theories (discussed 

later in this chapter) pivot is that the emphasis should be on providing opportunities for people 

to become self-reliant (DFID, 1999). Furthermore, emphasis is placed on an analytical and thus 

holistic approach. This can be attributed to the systems-theory concepts of understanding 

connections, relationships and conflicts between all systems (Neal & Neal, 2013).  

The following sections are devoted to discussing the objectives and basic principles of the SLF. 

It is worth noting that the objectives of the SLF correlate with the aspects of a óperson-centredô 

approach which is based on the idea of development in all spheres (DFID, 2000; Lombard, 

2019). The objectives of the SLF are outlined below.  

4.3.1. Objectives of the SLF  

The DFID (1999) puts it clearly that the SLF in its origins recognised the need to focus on 

specific objectives that speak to the primary aim of the SLF, namely, facilitating more 

sustainable livelihoods for the poverty-stricken sectors of societies. These objectives are as 

follows:  

¶ A more encouraging and cohesive social environment  

¶ More secure access to, and better management of, natural resources 

¶ Better nutrition and health   
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¶ Improved access to high-quality education, information, technologies and training  

¶ A policy and institutional environment that supports a variety of livelihood alternatives 

and encourages access to competitive markets for everyone  

¶ Better access to basic and supporting infrastructure  

¶ More secure access to financial resources 

The above objectives thus define the SLF as a multipurpose approach that can be applied at 

various levels, i.e., micro, meso and macro levels of intervention. For example, the macro level 

of intervention would entail policy and institutional strategies that can be adopted to support 

poor people. The SLF can be applied in research and in practice to advocate for poor people 

and to understand and apply interventions as decided with the community. In addition to the 

objectives of the SLF, it is important to highlight that the SLF is also an analytical tool used to 

assess aspects of peopleôs lives.  

According to Krantz (2001), the SLF can be used primarily as an analytical framework (or tool) 

for planning and assessing interventions. In the present thesis, the SLF approach is 

acknowledged as an assessment tool, applicable both in research and in practice because, at its 

core, it assesses different capitals that are deemed to underpin livelihoods at the level of the 

individual, household, village or group (Morse & McNamara, 2013). The analysis, therefore, 

includes the following key areas: the environment, opportunities (strengths) and threats that 

disenable communities in pursuit of their livelihoods. These key aspects need to be 

comprehensively analysed within communities for a better grasp of what is available to support 

the needs of the poor and what is impeding the access to various opportunities in pursuit of 

their livelihood. Fundamentally, this is linked with the ABCD approach in community 

development. According to Kretzmann and McKnight (1993), asset-based community 

development recognises and mobilises the existing assets or strengths in communities. For 

example, when social workers enter a community to help poor people, they need first to do an 

environmental analysis, usually called a needs-based analysis, to establish what opportunities 

are available to the poor. In the same way social workers can also identify structures and 

processes that present themselves (or may not) as threats to the people.  

4.3.2. Principles of the SLF  

The SLF has seven guiding principles which, according to Carney (2002), are the basis for 

poverty reduction (focused development) and human development activities, and which are 
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flexible and can be applied to various local circumstances (Allison & Horemans, 2006). These 

principles are outlined in the section which follows.  

¶ People-centred 

The basic truth of the people-centred principle lies in the notion that ópeople come firstô 

(Schenck et al., 2010). This principle acknowledges the fact that sustainable poverty 

elimination - and therefore development - requires a certain degree of respect for human 

freedom and choice (in relation to development) (DFID, 1999). This correlates with Lombardôs 

(2019) contention that people, rather than the resources, facilities or services they use, are the 

priority concern. To put it differently, no economic action, nor development, should commence 

without peopleôs involvement and participation. This principle underlines the importance of 

first analysing peopleôs livelihoods, and how these have changed over time, from their 

perspective (DFID, 1999). In addition, the SLF is an evaluation tool to ascertain whether 

conditions improve or deteriorate (Serrat, 2017). In practice this means that, for example, local 

authorities, government and other stakeholders may support indigent communities towards 

attainment of livelihoods, poverty reduction and ultimately economic emancipation, but the 

underlying core dimension of this principle is that the poor should always be part of any 

developmental initiatives (Chambers, 1983). Moreover, they themselves should determine their 

own important goals and the shape of their development ï and then be supported to reach these 

goals.  

¶ Holistic  

The communities themselves are, therefore, the centre of any developmental activity ï which 

means that they are a priority concern. However, the holistic principle also recognises that 

people adopt multiple strategies to achieve their livelihood outcomes (DFID, 1999; Lombard, 

2019). Lombard (2019) emphasises the point that people themselves should determine and 

negotiate their own strategies for securing a livelihood, and in order to achieve this, they should 

first identify and define their challenges and opportunities, as this process may enable them to 

acknowledge that they need to adopt multiple livelihood strategies which may include macro 

and meso level structures and processes (Muleya, 2013). In the context of resilience, Van Breda 

(2018) refers to ñmultilevel processes and structuresò as systems that must be employed in 

order to achieve better-than-expected results in the face of or after adversity. This means that 

people are viewed as resilient when they handle adversity better than predicted. There may be 

different pathways to resilience based on the particular person and his or her situation because 
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these multilevel processes and structures occur not only in the individual himself or herself but 

also in the context of the person. People do not always react the same way to the same negative 

experience.  

Therefore, the holistic approach involves, at the macro level, structures such as government, 

international organisations and policy structures and processes; the meso level structures 

include community-based organisations and private sector institutions. In nutshell, this is a 

multi -level approach to securing peopleôs livelihoods, where the point of concern lies with 

meeting people halfway to ensure the sustainability of their livelihoods.  

¶ Dynamic  

The word dynamic, by definition, means the óconstant changeô of a process or system. To 

contextualise this meaning within this discussion, the SLF recognises and understands that 

there is a dynamic nature to livelihoods and what influences them (DFID, 1999). Consequently, 

despite the variety of opportunities and multi-level structures to assist poor people in securing 

a livelihood, it is important to acknowledge that there is a certain degree of change within this 

context. Change requires the skill to recognise and navigate external shocks and trends that 

influence peopleôs livelihoods (DFID, 1999; Lombard, 2019). Failure to recognise such 

external shocks and trends may result in a forcefully initiated change that could negatively 

affect livelihoods.  

Shocks óare usually sudden events that have a significant impact - usually on 

livelihoods. They are irregular and vary in intensity. Shocks can be classified 

as: natural (disasters such as floods), human (e.g., illness), economic (e.g., 

losing a job, price increases), conflict (e.g., war), and crop/livestock health 

shocksô (DFID, 1999: Glossary).  

Trends ócan have either a positive or negative effect on livelihoods and involve 

changes that take place over a period of time. They include: population trends, 

economic trends (reduced prices, new market development), resource trends 

(e.g., soil erosion, deforestation), and trends in governance/politics (e.g., 

increasing accountability), and technological trends (e.g., the development of 

efficient production technologies)ô (DFID, 1999: Glossary).  
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To mention a negative impact of technological trends: the Fourth Industrial Revolution can be 

regarded as a practical example as it can pose a threat to the unschooled population of scrap 

collectors in the province of the Eastern Cape and in other parts of the world.  

¶ Building on Strengths  

According to the DFID (1999), building on strengths starts with an analysis of strengths, rather 

than needs. This principle has an intertwined relationship with the strengths-based approach 

(Saleebey, 2008) with regard to its concern with analysing peopleôs strengths rather than needs. 

The strengths can be used to respond effectively to the external shocks and trends as outlined 

in the section above. According to the DFID (1999), this principle recognises peopleôs inherent 

potential and builds resilience to allow them to achieve their own livelihood objectives. Owing 

to the reality of the context of securing a livelihood, trends and shocks can negatively influence 

livelihoods. It is now a vacuum that must be filled by utilising strengths to respond to said 

external shocks and trends. Being prepared to respond to shocks and trends results in an 

outcome called óresilienceô. Van Breda (2018) maintains that resilience allows people to 

respond to any adversity, if strengths have been carefully acknowledged and honed (Saleebey, 

2008).  

¶ Bridging the Marco ïMicro gap 

The point of departure here is to understand and acknowledge the importance of macro-level 

structures and institutions in the livelihood options of communities and individuals (DFID, 

1999). This principle also resonates with the person-centred principle which stipulates that 

there should be no planning, nor development, at the micro-level (communities) without 

participation by the people, and the process thereof should be informed by the people at the 

local or micro-level. As a result, development initiatives aimed at reducing poverty should be: 

1. People-centred:  Only if external assistance focuses on what is important to people, 

recognises the diversity among different groups of people, and collaborates with them 

in a way that is consistent with their current livelihood strategies, social environment 

and capacity for adaptation, will sustainable poverty elimination be realised. 

2. Responsive and participatory: Priorities for a sustainable way of life must be 

identified and addressed by poor people themselves. Processes that allow outsiders to 

listen to and assist the impoverished are needed. 

3. Multi -level: Working at multiple levels to ensure that micro-level activities inform the 

creation of policy and an effective enabling environment, and that macro-level 
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structures and processes support people in building on their own strengths, will be 

necessary to address the daunting challenge of ending poverty. 

4. Conducted in partnership: with both the public and the private sector.  

 

¶ Sustainability  

It is crucial to develop long-lasting initiatives, bring about change and monitor the reduction in 

poverty. If livelihoods can endure into the future while adjusting to and recovering from 

external trends and shocks, as suggested by the third principle (dynamic principle), they will 

be sustainable. The exercise of not endangering the resources on which sustainability depends 

for survival goes hand in hand with this desire for advancement and continuation (DFID, 1999). 

The addition of external support (help from outside the family) to peoples' livelihood strategies, 

social settings and capacity for adaptation is crucial for the long-term decrease of poverty 

(DFID, 1999).  Sustainability has four components: institutional sustainability, social 

sustainability, economic sustainability and environmental sustainability (DFID, 1999). 

According to Muleya (2013), it is critical to strike a balance among all sustainability-related 

factors. Below is a list of these components. 

Environmental sustainability: This is accomplished by preserving and enhancing the 

productivity of natural resources that support life for the benefit of future generations. 

Economic sustainability: This is the point at which a foundational level of economic welfare 

may be attained and maintained for the poor (DFID, 1999). 

Social sustainability: This entails the capacity to monitor and enhance means of subsistence 

while keeping an eye on or increasing the local and global assets and capabilities that support 

means of subsistence (Chambers & Conway, 1992:5). 

Institutional sustainability: This is accomplished when organisations, structures and their 

procedures are able to carry out essential tasks on an uninterrupted basis to guarantee continual 

improvements in the lives of people in impoverished communities (DFID, 1999). 

Indeed, following Muleyaôs (2013) argument, it can be concluded that there is a certain level 

of commonality and balance between the four dimensions of sustainability. Reviewing the 

dimensions, it is clear that the fundamental principle of ómaintaining and improvingô 

livelihoods is of vital importance and results in sustainability.   
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4.4. Components of the SLF  

The SLF encompasses components which affect peopleôs livelihoods; namely, livelihood 

assets, vulnerability context, structures and processes, livelihood strategies and livelihood 

outcomes. In the present research, these five components are used to analyse the livelihoods of 

the research population, which are the female scrap collectors in the rural Eastern Cape. Figure 

4.4:1 is a diagrammatic depiction of the five components of the SLF which will be discussed 

in detail in the section which follows. 

 

Figure 4.4:1 The Sustainable Livelihood Framework and the asset pentagon  

(Source: DFID, 1999) 

Figure 4.4:1 illustrates the links among the SLF components. It must be emphasised that the 

direction of the arrows between the SLF components does not imply a causality between them, 

but rather a certain level of influence - a systematic connection between the components. Here, 

ósystematicô means a degree of connection between these factors which can determine the 

degree of securing livelihoods and sustainability. It is important to give a detailed explanation 

of these components; however, it is appropriate to start with a discussion of peopleôs 

livelihoods assets.   

4.4.1. Livelihood assets  

Assets are crucial to the attainment of family-based livelihoods, also known as house-hold 

livelihoods, and are the concrete base that enables communities, groups and individuals to 

undertake production, engage in labour markets and participate in complementary trades at 



117 

 

family unit, intra-family unit and network levels (Cattermoul, Townsley & Campbell, 2008). 

According to Nel (2015), assets give people the capacity to act and thus are a source of 

meaningful engagement with the world. In this sense, assets can be delineated as supplies of 

types of capital assets which are owned and controlled, and which can be utilised either 

straightforwardly or in a roundabout manner for the sustainability of households (Ellis, 2000).  

For this thesis, these types of capital assets will be discussed in relation to women in the rural 

Eastern Cape and their position within the local context. Furthermore, this section looks in 

detail at specific assets highlighted by the framework to demonstrate the distinction between 

the assets and certain similar aspects. The capital assets in question include, as outlined by the 

SLF, natural capital, physical capital, human capital, financial capital and social capital. It 

needs to be emphasised that these assets are very important and are connected as they are 

implanted in sets of social connections, including gendered relations. Figure 4.4.1:1 is a 

schematic depiction of the five important assets within the SLF, which are elaborated upon in 

the section which follows.  

 

Figure 4.4.1:1 The Asset pentagon or Capitals  

(Source: Scoones, 1998) 

¶ Human capital  

Human capital, as the name suggests, is the benefit derived from human beings. Among the 

five capitals to be discussed, human capital is fundamental, as it is a building block for 

achieving a livelihood (DFID, 1999). Human capital includes the skills, knowledge, capacity 

to work, human creativity and good health that together enable a person or group to pursue 

different livelihood objectives (DFID, 1999). It is a capital asset in that these skills - and 

education - are an integral and long-lasting part of us, in the way a machine, plant or factory 

lasts (Becker, 2020). According to the DFID (1999), human capital óaccumulatesô in that it can 
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be gathered in direct or indirect ways. In this context, ódirectô means that poor people are keen 

and willing to invest in their own livelihoods. For example, attending school and developmental 

activities or training courses can lead to direct attainment [securing] of livelihoods. óIndirectô 

in this context simply means that poor people are in a position to receive goods from authorities, 

which is an indirect help towards securing livelihoods (Morse & McNamara, 2013). For 

example, accessing preventative medical services is a more indirect type of help. According to 

Olopade et al. (2019), strong human capital results in economic growth and poverty reduction.  

According to the DFID (1999), therefore, people have access to human capital through a degree 

of willingness and a sense of responsibility and keenness to develop their own capital. This 

means that human creativity is vitally important to generate human productivity which will, to 

a certain degree, secure livelihoods. Consequently, Lombard (2019) states that this reminds us 

that human rights go hand in hand with responsibility. For example, the right to education 

implies the willingness to use opportunities to learn.  

¶ Social capital  

In the context of the SLF social capital relates to the formal and informal relationships (or 

social resources) upon which people draw in pursuit of their livelihood objectives (DFID, 1999; 

Nzeadibe & Mbah, 2015). These are developed through: 

¶ networks and connectedness: either horizontally (between persons with shared 

interests) or vertically (between patron and client), improving people's ability to 

cooperate and boosting their access to more extensive organisations, such political or 

civic bodies. 

¶ membership of more formalised groups: which frequently requires respecting rules, 

norms and consequences that have been jointly or widely agreed upon. 

¶ relationships of trust, reciprocity and exchanges: these encourage cooperation, 

lower transaction costs, and could serve as the foundation for unofficial safety nets for 

the poor. 

Schenck et al. (2017) note that, in the context of the poor people, social capital is important for 

the effective functioning of individuals, groups and communities; well-being is significantly 

influenced by the degree of institutional and interpersonal trust present in a community. 

Schenck et al. (2017) identify two important aspects, namely, interpersonal relationships and 

institutional trust between people and institutions. The social capital of poor people can 
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thus be located at the point of intersection between interpersonal relationships and institutional 

trust.  

 

Figure 4.4.1:2 Interaction between interpersonal relationship and institutional trust between 

people and institutions  

(Source: Authorôs emphasis) 

An example of interpersonal relationships as a social asset is presented in the study which 

Schenck et al. (2017) conducted in the rural Eastern Cape. The researchers interviewed women 

who were collecting and selling scrap metal to earn an income to support their families. It 

became evident that group formation amongst the women was important for mutual support: 

lending one another money and sharing food. To secure their livelihoods, the women also 

revealed that they depended on other residents of their villages where they stayed and those 

living nearby (Schenck et al., 2017). These social networks between the women scrap 

collectors and the community members are what Carney (1998) defined as membership in 

community-based organisations, a relationship of trust and reciprocity, and access to larger 

institutions in society from which people draw in search of livelihoods. 

An example of institutional trust  as a social asset, as indicated in the study by Schenck et al. 

(2017), is receiving social grants from the Government as a means of income for their 

households.  

¶ Natural capital  

According to the DFID (1999), natural capital is the term used for the natural resource stocks 

from which resources flow and services (e.g. nutrient recycling, erosion protection) and from 

which livelihoods can be derived. The definition of natural capital emphasises to the fact that 

people in communities can survive by relying on the natural resources at their disposal. There 

are a wide range of resources that make up natural capital, e.g., land, trees and forests. 

According to the SLF, these can be diverted as mean of securing livelihoods for the poor 

(DFID, 1999; DFID, 2000). It is worth noting that the SLF was developed in an agricultural 

Interpersonal 
relationships 

Institutional trust 
between people 
and institutions 
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context, and therefore natural capital is important. However, adverse weather patterns (extreme 

heat or cold or rain) negatively influence the activities of people, such as waste pickers. 

It is important to note that the vulnerability context within the SLF has a closer relationship 

with natural capital. With regard to the vulnerability component, it is emphasised that shocks, 

trends and seasonality affect the livelihoods of the poor people more directly. For example, the 

novel Corona virus (COVID-19) arrived as a shock across the world, and both social and 

economic restrictions were imposed by the Government of South Africa and in other parts of 

the world. Harrisberg (2020) of the Thomson Reuters Foundation7 reported that during the 

coronavirus lockdowns in South Africa, municipal waste collections did continue, but the 

movements and livelihoods of the reclaimers were frozen, and they had little opportunity to 

generate an income for themselves. 

 

Figure 4.4.1:3 An illustration of the relationship between the vulnerability context and 

natural capital  

(Source: Author) 

For waste pickers, the component of natural capital is very important. It is a component from 

which they derive their livelihoods in order to support their households. This is done through 

resourced-based activities (e.g. farming, mineral extraction) (DFID, 1999) and particularly 

waste collection (Schenck et al., 2017). Surviving on collecting waste correlates with DFIDôs 

(1999) contention that recyclable waste is one of the óby-productsô of producing ï and 

consuming ï food. Owing to the importance of natural capital in providing for the poor, it is 

important to understand better how poor people can secure access to, and better manage, natural 

resources ï and by so doing, ensure the sustainability of these resources. Sustainability in this 

context means that humans, in their environment, conserve natural resources so as to not 

 
7 Thomson Reuters Foundation is a global news and information service company which reported on the South 

African waste pickersô experiences during the lockdown. https://news.trust.org/item/20200407102057-bcmya/ 

https://news.trust.org/item/20200407102057-bcmya/
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compromise the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (Swanepoel & De Beer, 

2011).  

Thus, the important question arises: ñWhat can be done do secure the natural capital of the 

poor?ò In response to this question the DFID (1999) highlights that sustainability, as defined 

above, needs to be at the forefront of deliberations. In addition, there is a rising concern to 

focus on understanding the importance of structures and processes (e.g. policy systems) which 

would determine the manner in which natural capital is used and the value that it creates. For 

example, if people are to conserve resources, policies need to be formulated and enforced that 

will govern the access to the natural resources in order to avoid their unnecessary depletion. 

According to Schenck et al. (2016), such policies should, however, be informed by facts, and 

should be linear to recognise waste pickers (Samson, 2010).  

¶ Physical capital  

Basic infrastructure and tangible assets that enable people to generate livelihoods make up 

physical capital (DFID, 1999). Infrastructure refers to modifications of the physical 

environment that make it easier for people to fulfil their most basic needs and be more 

productive (DFID, 1999). The Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) prioritise infrastructure 

development in order to build resilient infrastructure, advance inclusive and sustainable 

industrialisation and support innovation (UN, 2015). In essence, this means that, from a 

developmental perspective, infrastructure is seen as a tool for eradicating poverty. A mixture 

of significant infrastructural elements that are often required for stable livelihoods is shown in 

Table 4.4.1:1 below.  

 

Table 4.4.1:1 Essential components of infrastructure 

Affordable transport  Secure shelter and buildings  

Adequate water supply  Clean affordable energy  

Sanitation  Access to information (Communications)  

Source: DFID (1999)  

Without the proper infrastructure, as indicated in Table 4.4.1:1, the poor are unable to secure 

their livelihoods. The lack of basic infrastructure contributes to poverty (Lombard, 2019). To 

explain this, Pouliquen (2000) highlights that effective infrastructure is a key element of 

poverty alleviation. He further elaborates that it often acts as a catalyst to development and 

enhances the impact of interventions aimed at improving the indigent populationôs access to 

other assets, e.g., human, social, financial and natural assets. Poor access to resource-based 
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infrastructure makes it difficult for impoverished communities to ameliorate the agony of their 

social situations.  For instance, in his study, Chirau (2016) focused on the rural livelihood choices 

of female-headed households in the erstwhile Bantustans of the apartheid regime in South 

Africa - in this case, Cala in the Eastern Cape. Access to reliable and economical transportation 

was extremely difficult for women in Cala, as well as other communities (in part because of 

the poor state of the roads) and could mean the difference between life and death. As a result, 

the study's female participants who ran households had trouble accessing both routine and 

urgent medical treatment. Additionally, they were unable to sell their agricultural and small-

commodity goods in markets outside their villages. 

The DFID (1999) recommended the following crucial developmental elements to help the poor 

develop their physical capital. First, the livelihood strategy should concentrate on assisting 

impoverished people to access the necessary infrastructure which would help them fulfil their 

livelihood goals. Second, user preferences and needs were to be determined using participatory 

methods. 

¶ Economic / Financial capital  

According to the DFID (1999), financial capital refers to the financial resources that people 

employ to pursue their goals for a living. According to Schenck et al. (2017), for poor people 

involved in any livelihood practice, financial capital is the essence and the common goal for 

better living. This accords with the DFIDôs (1999) contention that financial capital is the most 

important capital within the SLF, being a building block that enables people to adopt different 

livelihood strategies for gainful activity aimed at basic survival to start off with. Available 

stocks and consistent inflows of cash are the two primary categories into which financial capital 

is divided by the DFID (1999). The accessible stocks are savings, which are the preferable form 

of financial capital because they typically do not involve dependence on others and do not have 

liabilities associated with them. They can be kept as cash, bank accounts or liquid assets, such 

as jewellery or livestock (DFID, 1999). Changing structures and processes is necessary for this, 

so that financial resources can be secured from credit-granting organisations, such as banks. 

According to Chirau (2016), rural areas typically have few opportunities for savings and credit. 

Rural households frequently lack emergency cash reserves, and it can be exceptionally difficult 

to obtain loans from traditional financial institutions. Poor individuals, therefore, depend on 

other types of capital due to a lack of financial capital (DFID, 1999; Nzeadibe & Mbah, 2015).  

Pensions or other transfers from the State and remittances are the two most typical types of 
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inflows that could be defined as a regular inflow of funds. For instance, Schenck et al. (2017) 

report that the Child Support Grant was a transfer from the State that was given to women in 

the rural Eastern Cape on a monthly basis. Inflows (such as social grants from the Government) 

must be trustworthy in order to contribute positively to financial capital. 

4.4.2. Vulnerability context  

It is important first to denote what the vulnerability context is before discussing it. Vulnerability 

implies ódefencelessnessô. Indeed, the DFID (1999) states that the vulnerability component of 

the SLF frames the external environment in which people exist.  This environment is vulnerable 

because critical trends, shocks and seasonalityðover which people have little to no control and 

which cause them hardshipðhave a significant negative impact on people's livelihoods and the 

wider availability of assets in their environment (DFID, 2000). It must be emphasised, 

nevertheless, that not all trends are dangerous or lead to vulnerability. For instance, economic 

indicators may improve, diseases may be cured, and new technology may prove to be very 

beneficial to the underprivileged. 

The following Table 4.4.2:1 provides examples of different components of the vulnerability 

complex which are the trends, shocks and seasonality shifts. It is not a complete list as there 

are many trends, shocks and seasonality issues that are not included. This was designed for the 

purpose of giving examples. 

Table 4.4.2:1 Shocks, trends and seasonality shifts 

Trends  Shocks  Seasonality Shifts  

Population trends 

Resource trends (including conflict) 

National/international economic trends 

Trends in governance (including 

politics) 

Technological trends 

Human health shocks 

Natural shocks 

Economic shocks 

Conflict 

Crop/livestock health 

shocks 

Of prices 

Of production 

Of health 

Of employment opportunities  

 

Source: Adapted from the DFID (1999) 

Table 4.4.2:1 illustrates a combination of what the DFID calls ócomplex of influencesô (DFID, 

1999) which are directly or indirectly responsible for many of the hardships encountered by 

those who are at the receiving end across the world. According to the DFID, shocks, trends and 

seasonality shifts are complex because they are multifaceted as they may (or may not) influence 
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the livelihoods of poor people, as well as the extent to which the poor have options open to 

them in pursuit of beneficial livelihood outcomes (DFID, 2000). This means that different 

components of the vulnerability context affect different people in different ways - hence its 

complexity. It is then also clear that the vulnerability component of the SLF lies furthest outside 

peopleôs control. For example, one of the most external influences that poor people have no 

control over could be the result of transforming structures and processes (e.g., the change in 

policies). A change in policies can profoundly affect the livelihood of poor people.  

It is important not only to limit the external influences mainly in connection with polices and 

structural changes, but also to focus on the shocks and trends. For instance, Mathe (2020) 

reported that the gross domestic product (GDP) of the fourth quarter of 2019 had fallen by 

1.4%, causing South Africa's economy to enter its third recession since 1994. This information 

was included in an article (in the Mail and Guardian in 2020) discussing South Africa's 

economic recession. Everyone living in South Africa was shocked by this recession. Mathe 

also referred to Statistics South Africa's 2019 report which showed that the country's economy 

had grown only by 0.2% overall. Since the 1.5% contraction of the economy in 2009, this was 

the lowest point. Economic growth fell short of the 0.3% and 0.4% growth predictions for 2019 

made by the National Treasury and Reserve Bank, respectively. As economic activity 

weakened in a number of sectors, the third quarter's GDP shrank by 0.8%, which was revised 

down from 0.6%. Mathe continued by saying that, because of the recession, South Africans' 

quality of life would worsen, and some people would lose their jobs as a result, further 

escalating the country's already high unemployment rate of 30.1% (Stats SA, 2020). 

Subsequently, South Africa, as well as other developing countries in the world - and developed 

countries, such as the United State of America, China and Italy - were hit hard by the Corona 

Virus (COVID-19) pandemic which led to the complete economic collapse of many developing 

countries, such as Angola, Zimbabwe and South Africa. In South Africa, many people lost their 

jobs owing to retrenchments by many private companies. This meant that the livelihoods of 

many people were at stake. The question of "How can we manage or change the vulnerability 

context" is one that needs to be asked in this context and leads us to the central objective of the 

framework for sustainable livelihoods. According to Sekudu and Van Breda (2019) and the 

DFID (2000), the SLF aims to increase people's resilience and their capacity to take advantage 

of positive elements in vulnerable situations. This indicates that, if the poor were helped in 

their efforts to increase their assets, the vulnerability component of the SLF could be made to 

cause less misery.  
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4.4.3. Transformative structures and processes  

The above section describes what has so far been understood regarding the vulnerability 

context and the livelihoods of the poor. This section deals with the transformative structures 

and processes which constrain or enable the attainment of a livelihood by impacting on the 

possession of, or access to, different livelihood strategies (Scoones, 1998; Farrington et al., 

1999; Ellis 2000). Structures are characterised as: 

Structures in the framework are the hardware ï the organisations, both private 

and public ï that set and implement policy and legislation, deliver services, 

purchase, trade and perform all manner of other functions that affect 

livelihoods. They draw their legitimacy from the basic governance framework 

(DFID, 1999).  

If structures can be thought of as hardware, processesé  

é[c]an be thought of as software: they determine the way in which structures 

ï and individuals ï operate and interact. And, like software, they are both 

crucial and complex: not only are there many types of processes operating at a 

variety of different levels, but there is also overlap and conflict between them 

(DFID, 1999).  

Table 4.4.3:1 below lists the categories of both the structures and the processes which the DFID 

(1999) referred to in the livelihoodôs framework. 

Table 4.4.3:1 Categories of the structures and the processes in the livelihoods framework 

The Structures  The Processes  

Public Sectors  

Private sectors  

Civil society  

Policy  

Legislation  

Institutions and Culture  

Source: DFID (1999) 

Nzeadibe and Mbah (2015) emphasise that, within the livelihoodôs framework, the component 

of transformative structures and processes effectively determines:  

¶ access to various types of capital, livelihood strategies and to decision-making bodies 

and sources of influence 

¶ the terms of exchange between different types of capital and  

¶ the returns (economic and otherwise) of any given livelihood strategy. 



126 

 

The fact that, in practice, institutions and processes can create constraints with regard to 

informal waste recycling can be drawn from statements by Nzeadibe and Mbah (2015) who 

point out that the Solid Waste Management (SWM) in the city of Aba in Nigeria is recognised 

as vitally important to development - including that of the poor. Evidence suggests that the 

widespread informal recycling practices in the city of Aba still go unappreciated despite their 

potential to support employment creation, socio-economic advancement and environmental 

preservation. In short, the informal sector has been deprived of resources and mistreated by 

law enforcement officials and municipal authorities since it is not recognised in the region's 

SWM policy and practice (Nzeadibe & Anyadike, 2012). This finding by Nzeadibe and 

Anyadike (2012) accords with the initial statements made by the DFID (1999), namely, that 

the component of transformative structures and processes, in some instances, makes it difficult 

for poor people to have control over resources.  The study by Nzeadibe and Mbah (2015) 

established that waste pickers in Aba typically have little to no control over these organisations, 

institutions, policies and laws that affect their way of life. As a result, they frequently lose their 

jobs when new waste management rules and practices are implemented, for instance. 

Waste pickers lack political representation and authority, according to Nzeadibe and Mbah 

(2015), and their voices are frequently ignored in decisions that have a negative impact on their 

livelihood. In this regard, South Africa is no exception. Research in South Africa reveals that 

waste pickers are institutionally excluded because they do not have a voice and function on the 

margins or outside the formal waste management systems (Samson, 2010; Mamphitha, 2011; 

Samson, 2012; Quazi & Dobson, 2013; Schenck et al., 2017). However, Samson (2020) reports 

that the waste picker integration guidelines for South Africa provide for their integration in the 

formal waste management sector. The guidelines have not yet been implemented, however, it 

is a promise as there are municipalities that have started to adopt the guidelines (Samson, 2020). 

4.4.4. Livelihood strategies  

The previous sections outlined the context of vulnerability and structures that impede peopleôs 

access to resources. In some instances, however, they can allow people to have unimpeded 

access to resources. The question arises: ñAre people strong enough to respond to any 

adversity?ò ï by harnessing their self-directed means. In the context of the SLF these are 

defined as livelihood strategies. According to the DFID (1999), the SLF approach seeks to 

promote choice, opportunity and diversity. This approach generates a variety and a 

combination of activities (self-directed) and choices that people have at their disposal in order 
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to achieve their livelihood goals or outcomes (including productive activities, investment 

strategies, reproductive choices, etc.) (DFID, 1999). According to Alemu (2012), rural areas 

are characterised by the presence of diverse economic activities and livelihood strategies that 

poor people can engage in. These are provided as practical examples in the following section.  

The study by Carter and May (1999) showed that poor people in rural South Africa depend on 

agriculture as their important source of income. The study by Chirau (2016) conducted with 

women in the rural Eastern Cape concurs that agriculture has become a livelihood strategy for 

women in the Eastern Cape.  Alemu (2012) points out that the literature has reached a consensus 

on the broad categorisation of livelihood strategies based on farm (livestock and crop 

production), off-farm (wage employment on other farms), and non-farm (non-agricultural 

income sources, such as wage employment, self-employment, property income and 

remittances) activities. The goal of the current study is to advance our understanding of poor 

people's means of subsistence. 

4.4.5. Livelihood outcomes  

According to the DFID (1999), the successes or outputs of livelihood strategies are referred to 

as livelihood outcomes. These results revolve around being able to provide an income for 

subsistence rather than for other investments, according to Nzeadibe and Mbah (2015). It must 

be emphasised that the sufficiency of these outcomes must be determined by the people 

themselves and should focus on what is important to them (Lombard, 2019; Nzeadibe & Mbah, 

2015) - which reinforces the concept of ópeople-centredô. This component's most crucial aspect 

is that practitioners, outside stakeholders and social researchers must explore, watch and listen 

rather than drawing hasty inferences or making snap decisions about the precise nature of the 

goals that people seek to attain. Particularly, we should not assume that everyone is focused 

only on increasing their monetary wealth. Instead, we should acknowledge and try to 

comprehend the diversity of possible living goals. Thus, we would be better able to 

comprehend people's priorities, the motivations behind their actions, and their main limits. An 

outline of livelihood outcomes and their descriptions can be found in Table 4.4.5:1. 

Table 4.4.5:1 The livelihood outcomes 

Livelihood outcomes  Description  

More income  This outcome is related to the general gains in household 

income (or the individual's personal income) and, 

consequently, the economic viability of livelihoods.  
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Increased well-being  The focus of this outcome is on intangible resources that 

affect people's well-being. Through livelihood strategies, 

people's self-esteem, sense of control and inclusion, physical 

security of family members, health status, access to services, 

political enfranchisement, and preservation of cultural 

heritage are just a few of the factors that will improve their 

well-being.  

Reduced vulnerability  Poor individuals need to be safeguarded from the "adverse 

effects of vulnerable context" because they are already 

vulnerable, and their livelihoods are probably insecure. By 

making people's livelihoods more socially sustainable, 

vulnerability can be decreased. 

Improved food security  A sign of poverty is hunger and inadequate nutrition. This 

outcome aims to pinpoint the activities of those donors and 

governments who prioritise food security. 

More sustainable use of 

the natural resource base  

Because it is significant and well covered in the other 

categories of livelihood outcomes, this result is presented 

independently from the other sustainability dimensions.  

Source: DFID (1999) 

Table 4.4.5:1 provides the livelihood outcomes that people want to achieve in order to be 

certain that they have secured their livelihoods. It must be emphasised that there is a close 

relationship between outcomes, and they may, in certain instances, create conflict (DFID, 

1999). For instance, poor people use some natural resources to earn money and support their 

families, but these resources can be used carelessly and may not be protected for the benefit of 

future generations, which will threaten the sustainability of their livelihoods (Nzeadibe & 

Mbah, 2015).  

The theoretical integration of the SLF with other theoretical approaches is presented in the 

following section. It should be noted that these theories are meant to serve as links between the 

SLF and other approaches, not as a foundation upon which the study is based. The main goal 

of the discussion is to offer a meaningful context that would allow critical space for 

understanding the SLF in relation to other theories that are closely related in discussion of the 

fundamental aspects of livelihoods and how vulnerable populations navigate. 
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4.5. Theoretical Integration: Theories linking with the SLF  

4.5.1. Developmental social work  

According to Lombard (2019), the SLF draws on and fits well within developmental social 

work regarding its emphasis on poverty eradication. The social development approach to social 

welfare informs developmental social work (Patel, 2016). It is important first to define what 

the social development approach is and to unpack its connection with developmental social 

work. The concept of social development is defined ñas a process of planned social change 

designed to promote the well-being of the population as a whole within the context of a 

dynamic multifaceted development processò (Midgley, 2014:13). In these terms, the nature of 

the social development approach is transformative as it brings about social change in an 

inclusive participatory manner, engaging the poor in our communities. The Department of 

Social Work (DSW) subscribes to the same principle of collaboration with the poor towards 

their upliftment (Midgley, 2014; Ntjana, 2014). Furthermore, Patel (2016) argues that the social 

development practice model incorporates developmental social work and community 

development which speaks to the context of where poor people are located. Developmental 

social work, according to Patel (2016), is the appropriate and practical use of knowledge, skills 

and values to improve the well-being of people as individuals, families, groups and 

communities in their social contexts. The ôperson-and-environmentô approach, which places 

equal emphasis on the individual and the environment, as well as how the two interact, is how 

developmental social work seeks to advance social change. Thus, it does not consider 

singularly a ópersonô within the óenvironmentô. This connection extends to outcomes of social 

change, termed by Patel (2016) as interplay between agency and structure where óagencyô 

refers to the people in the structure which is their environment. Patel (2016) envisages that the 

interplay relationship between people and their environment can bring change at both micro-, 

meso- and marco-levels. This connection concurs with that of the SLF which is used in this 

research. The SLF, as highlighted by the DFID (2002), views resources that are at the disposal 

of all persons within the environment and with which poor people can interact (person-in 

environment) as a steppingstone towards enhanced living conditions, thus increasing their well-

being. Fundamentally, developmental social work and the SLF both seek to strike a balance 

between needs and resources (assets in this study's context) and to encourage each person to 

make the best possible use of opportunities presented by a larger social environment by 

employing his or her own inner resources, strengths and assets in a context of vulnerability. It 



130 

 

is less concerned with what people are unable to achieve and more with what they are capable 

of doing (Saleebey, 2008). 

4.5.2. Participatory approaches  

According to the DFID (1999) and Lombard (2019), the SLF has closer links with the 

participatory approaches. Bergold and Thomas (2012) maintain that, due to its ability to inspire 

social action, participatory research is currently attracting more attention and is highly regarded 

in the field of social work in particular. Mayrhofer, Waechter and Pflegerl (2019) describe 

participatory research as a research method with a value-based research attitude and research 

purpose. It aims to encourage actors, whose lives or work practices are being researched, in 

two ways: with regard to their participation in the research project itself, as well as with regard 

to the objective of promoting social participation and the empowerment of less powerful social 

groups (Mayrhofer et al., 2019).  

Research in social work has emerged as a fundamental approach to helping vulnerable groups 

of people in communities across the world and in South Africa. Yeich (1996) emphasises that 

one ultimate goal of the participatory research method is to enhance community members' lives 

by assisting them in gaining the knowledge and abilities necessary to modify their way of life 

and society. It is crucial to note that practice informs research and vice versa. Beginning with 

a scientific and action-oriented procedure to acquire information in order to alter people's lives, 

the process of improving the lives of the poor begins. Participatory research is essentially about 

taking action.  

For instance, this thesis analyses the livelihoods of female scrap collectors in the rural Eastern 

Cape Province, and a participatory method (or action research process), such as Participatory 

Action Research (PAR), could be applied in all aspects of development to allow the poor to 

take control of their envisaged outcomes. The main goal of PAR is to do research in order to 

take desired action and to accomplish action through research. This means that the researcher 

must be part of the process of research that is to change lives ï as opposed to traditional research 

which seeks to understand the social world of participants from the outside (Allen, 2016). At 

its core the SLF is person-centred (DFID, 2000), hence the link with the participatory research 

methods. In participatory research, participants have control over the research agenda, the 

process and actions (Schenck, Nel & Louw, 2010; Van Breda, 2019; Lombard, 2019). Most 

importantly, the participants themselves analyse and reflect on the information generated in 

order to obtain the findings and conclusions of the research process (Bergold & Thomas, 2012).  
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Social workers are playing an increasingly crucial role in promoting social change through 

participatory approaches - for example, in situations of persistent poverty since poverty has a 

devastating impact on peopleôs ability to function and their well-being in society (Twikirize, 

Asingwire, Omona, Lubanga & Kafuko, 2013). In view of this, social work has a critical role 

to play in participatory research at both micro- and macro-levels of intervention which would 

contribute towards the efforts made to eradicate poverty and promote social development.  

4.5.3. Strengths-based approach 

The SLF is compatible with strengths-based theory (Saleebey, 2008), which acknowledges the 

subjective nature of experience and the fact that people create their own social realities. It is 

founded on an embodied holistic respect for the dignity and uniqueness of each individual. The 

core assumption of the strengths-based viewpoint is that people are capable of change by 

making appropriate use of their positive traits and strengths, as opposed to evaluating people 

in terms of their flaws and shortcomings (Gardner & Toope, 2011). Pulla (2006) agrees with 

Gardner and Toope (2011) that the strengths-based approach is a theory in social work practice 

that emphasises both self-determination and strengths, acknowledges resourcefulness and 

resilience in the face of adversity, is client-centred, and attempts to identify the strengths which 

individual people have at their disposal to overcome problems or crises in the interest of 

achieving optimal outcomes (Van Breda, 2018). When used outside the context of social work, 

a strengths-based approach is referred to as óbeing usedô (Pulla, 2006:53) in order to build 

particular skills. The use of a strengths-based approach might make it easier for marginalised 

individuals or groups, such as garbage pickers and day labourers, to tap into their innate talents 

and acquire the skills they need to take charge of their own healing and empowerment (Pulla, 

2006). The likelihood of day labourers being resilient in the face of adversity is significantly 

impacted by the assumption that most people have the potential strengths and resources to 

empower themselves. 

Empowerment, one of the goals of the SLF, is a component of the strengths-based approach as 

well. According to Robbins, Chatterjee and Canada (2006), empowerment is a proactive 

process that gives individuals and groups access to resources and thus control over their own 

lives. The strengths-based approach and sustainable livelihoods framework both place a strong 

emphasis on empowerment since it encourages self-determination by allowing individuals to 

recognise their individuality and take charge of their life. Social empowerment provides people 

and communities with the tools and opportunities they need to engage actively in and shape 
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their environments (Robbins et al. 2006:263).  Additionally, empowerment in the context of 

strengths-based theory enables individuals and communities to recognise participation barriers, 

the forces that keep oppression alive, and the situations and actions that encourage change, 

human empowerment and freedom. As a result, it is reasonable to draw the conclusion that 

empowerment is a key component of strengths-based practice and is fostered by the 

identification of personal and collective strengths (Cowger, 1994). 

4.5.4. Resilience theory  

Lombard (2019) notes that the SLF has close links with the resilience theory in that it prepares 

people to respond to shocks and trends that influence sustainable livelihoods. A contemporary 

review of resilience theory is provided by van Breda (2018) who provides a very different 

narrative of resilience compared to the more classical narrative.  He factors the resilience theory 

into the familiar concept of social development in the South African context. In his narrative, 

van Breda (2018) first recognises that the term óresilienceô was unfamiliar to most researchers, 

including social work researchers, and that it has recently gained a contemporary relevance so 

that researchers across disciplines regard it as a ófadô or a óband wagonô onto which everyone 

is climbing. Van Breda (2018) claims that researching resilience encompasses a broad area of 

study of the qualities that help individuals and systems overcome adversity. Theron and Theron 

(2010), in contrast, describe resilience as merely the ability to succeed in the face of adversity. 

Resilience, according to its truest definition, refers to the skills and knowledge that people 

develop over time and that help them realise that hardship need not be insurmountable (van 

Breda, 2011). In this sense, it refers to the capacity of individuals not to be intimidated by 

hardship and, in some cases, even to thrive in the face of it. The SLF strategy promotes 

resilience by enhancing peopleôs capacity to handle shocks and pressures, as well as social, 

economic and political instability (Nzeadibe & Mbah, 2015). The resilience hypothesis, like 

the strengths-based approach, allows assessments to be made of people's potential to solve their 

own problems, although it may be challenging, and even impossible, to measure human skills 

in this area. 

According to Pulla (2006), during times of social upheaval and disaster, people frequently 

develop new coping mechanisms and become resourceful and resilient. For the purposes of this 

study, the strengths-based theory was important in elucidating the resilience of day labourers 

in terms of their capacity to recognise their strengths as potential resources for overcoming 

adversity (Saleebey, 2008). The viewpoint offers a framework for analysing the methods 
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through which day labourers are able to use their unique assets and find resources in their 

surroundings to suit their demands. Settings are conceptualised in strengths-based practice as 

ôhelping environmentsô (Saleebey, 2008) and are assessed according to the degree to which 

they foster or inhibit resilience (Gilligan, 2000). From a strengths-based theoretical 

perspective, the environment represents a potential source of resilience because certain 

interactions among subsystems can enable their members to make effective use of the resources 

they derive from their environments. Systems theory emphasises the reciprocal relationships 

that exist between individuals, families and communities and their environments. 

4.5.4.1. Resilience and outcomes 

According to van Breda (2018) resilience is an outcome within a process that allows those who 

are experiencing hardships to endeavour climbing out of adversity and eventually meeting their 

better-than-expected outcomes. This fundamental principle of the resilience process correlates 

with the SLF notion of ólivelihood outcomesô.  Figure 4.5.4.1:1 is a schematic depiction of the 

components in the resilience theory and indicates that it is a process in pursuit of better 

outcomes.  

 

Figure 4.5.4.1:1 Components of resilience theory  

(Source: Adapted from van Breda, 2018) 

4.5.5. Liberal feminism  

Generally, feminism is defined as a diverse, competing and often opposing collection of social 

theories, political movements and moral philosophies largely motivated by or concerned with 

the experience of women, especially in terms of their social, political and economic inequalities 

(Adawo, Gikonyo, Kudu & Olga, 2011). Owing to the nature of the research sample in this 
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study which focuses on women, it is therefore crucial to include feminist approaches. This 

inclusion is driven by a growing concern over women entering the informal sector of the 

economy (Schenck et al., 2017) in order to secure their livelihoods. This empirical concern 

also correlates with the publicôs view that women, especially in poor areas, should be granted 

economic liberty. The approach in question is óLiberal Feminismô. According to Graff (2012), 

liberal feminism is an individualistic form of feminist theory, which focuses on womenôs 

ability to maintain their equality through their own actions and choices. For instance, collecting 

waste to secure a livelihood is their own choice selected for economic liberty. Giddens (2001) 

defines liberal feminism as a feminist theory that believes gender inequality is created by 

lowering access for women and girls to civil rights and allocation of social resources, such as 

education and employment (Enyew & Mihrete, 2018).  

Because women are denied full involvement in society, including in public life and education, 

liberal feminism emphasises that liberal ideals of humanity, equality and reasonðwhich are 

intended to be universalðare not actually, in practice, universal (Freedman, 2001). According 

to Hickey and Moore (2001), liberal feminism is concerned with ending discrimination against 

women as a class or group. By removing barriers to their advancement and development in 

society, it seeks to ensure women's full involvement in it (Ackerly, 2000). The goal of this 

theory and the advocacy it contains is for women to have access to education, economic 

opportunities, support and a setting free of gender-based prejudice (Rasool, 2019). It is the 

aspects of economic freedom, participation in development and educational opportunities 

which are highlighted in this thesis. In the rural Eastern Cape, women are part of the scrap 

collection activity as a means of securing their livelihood. Schenck et al. (2017) established 

that these women are denied access to, or are not fully integrated into, better initiatives in 

community projects so that they would be able to accumulate capital. Attempting to describe 

the experiences of the women, feminist theories delve into womenôs oppression, explain its 

causes and consequences, and prescribe strategies for womenôs liberation (Tong, 2009) which, 

in this thesis, can be understood via the components of the SLF that refer to how women 

construct their livelihoods so as to gain better-than-expected outcomes.  

4.6. Reflecting on the SLF  

This section covers the most important aspects of the SLF in relation to social work practice. 

Two sub-themes will be discussed, namely, the relevance of SLF in social work education and 

practice, and the identification of gaps.  
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4.6.1. Relevance of the SLF in social work practice 

Within the framework of decolonial social work, the SLF's relevance must be concretely 

shown. In South Africa, the method in which the social work profession aspires to gradually 

include all odds of vulnerable people is consistent with developmental ideals. Therefore, it is 

important not to overlook the relevance of the SLF in contemporary social work. Research in 

the social work profession is beginning to include indigenous concepts in order to contextualise 

social work and give it meaningful relevance. This is called decoloniality (Schenck, 2019). To 

that end, óUbuntuô is regarded as a key concept in the broader context of indigenisation, 

Africanisation, and decolonisation in social work in Africa (Osei-Hwedie, 2014).  Ubuntu is 

an African principle that could be said to date back to the origins of humanity itself (Sekudu, 

2019). Ubuntu is defined as a philosophy that considers the success of the group above that of 

the individual (Lundin & Nelson, 2010). Ubuntu emphasises that human beings exist because 

of their connectedness to the human community (Sekudu, 2019). This principle is adopted by 

the South Africa Government as a core principle in the democratic dispensation. It is one of 

the principles highlighted in the White Paper for Social Welfare (RSA, 1997) that needs to be 

understood and utilised within the developmental welfare approach to social welfare service 

delivery (Sekudu, 2019). In essence, Ubuntu is a true reflection of the urgency regarding the 

well-being of poor people in our communities. Although it is characterised differently in 

different societies in Africa, it needs more enhancement.  

The SLF resonates very well with the concept of Ubuntu, because of its fundamental principle 

of putting people at the centre and having their voices count (DFID, 1999; Lombard, 2019). 

Social work interventions are implemented at micro-, meso- and macro-levels as the social 

worker uses relevant skills and techniques at each level of interventions (Sekudu, 2019). 

Therefore, it is crucial for social workers at all levels to uphold the principles of Ubuntu and 

refrain from imposing their opinions on others (Lombard, 2019); rather, they should consult 

and collaborate with them in a respectful environment, drawing on their strengths and 

capabilities and allowing them to consider options and make decisions about the livelihood 

strategies that are most appropriate for their circumstances (DFID, 1999). According to van 

Breda (2019), developmental social work places a major emphasis on people's engagement, 

which enables social workers and other social service practitioners to maintain a sensitivity 

towards facilitation rather than control.  

The SLF is a developmental approach that assist social service practitioners, social works are 

included, to eradicate poverty. Poverty in South Africa is a rife and a matter of serious concern. 
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It must be emphasised that social workers are at the forefront in the struggle to eradicate poverty 

in South Africa and in other parts of the world. According to the International Federation of 

Social Workers (2012), social workers are concerned with poverty all over the world. They 

have a long history of dealing with the marginalised or excluded, those lacking resources, and 

situations that force them into poverty; therefore, it is worth noting that they have seen an 

increase in poverty levels (IFSW, 2004). Social workers deal with poverty and risk-assessment 

on a micro-level in their daily work, using creativity and innovation to help people (individuals 

and communities) understand their circumstances and, when possible, change their behaviour 

and environment (IFSW, 2012).  

The social work fraternity as for many years played a crucial role in increasing their attention 

in community development, particularly for poor people. Community development fits well 

within the SLF approach (Lombard, 2019). 2000). Community development requires the ability 

to foster access to financial capital for poor people through direct and indirect means (DFID, 

1999; Lombard, 2019). Within the SLF, another role in developmental practice calls for social 

workers to help people to discover their own resources and their own ability to create influence 

and positive change. The SLF approach requires social workers to work with individuals and 

their families to improve resources and opportunities, as well as personal capacities.  As 

individuals then progress out of poverty, social workers help to develop a comprehensive and 

integrated model that addresses social and economic exclusion and social disintegration, which 

is required for effective poverty eradication. 

According to Nel (2015), in practice, the SLF can be linked with the Assets-Based Community 

Development (ABCD) model. Both approaches, when combined, convey the diversity and 

heterogeneity that characterise the reality of people's everyday lives, focusing on how people 

adjust and survive in the face of limits, needs and shocks. Aside from poverty alleviation, social 

workers, engaged in developmental interventions based on sustainable livelihoods and asset-

based analyses, strive to improve and increase the effectiveness of individualsô already existing 

coping mechanisms and strengthen their capacity in order to make livelihoods sustainable (Nel, 

2015). This is distinct from developmental interventions based on poverty assessments, which 

aim to fill gaps in people's lives.   

4.6.2. Critiques of the SLF: Strengths and weaknesses  

The Sustainable Livelihood Framework, like all other approaches, has its own critics, and its 

proponents are often careful to point out that it is not a remedy for all difficulties (van Dillen, 
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2002; Small, 2007; Kelman & Mather, 2008). The following are the critiques that have been 

levelled at the SLF. 

Firstly, the SLF is person-cantered in its nature, but people are strangely invisible in the SLF 

framework. The pentagon of capital assets provided in Figure 4.1 above indicates the ócapitalsô, 

and one of the capitals that we acknowledge is óhuman capitalô ï which is missing in the 

pentagon.  According to Guyer and Peters (1987:209) the danger of the SLF is that it can 

become a rather mechanical and quantitative cataloguing exercise that does not talk about 

people themselves.  

Secondly, the literature which was consulted (Tao et al., 2010; Morse & McNamara, 2013) 

notes that the SLF has the weakness of not taking power dynamics, as they relate to gender, 

into consideration. While such dynamics are included in the framework, they have been 

overlooked in practice. In particular, social capital has frequently been viewed as merely 'a 

positive thing' (DFID, 1999), but social networks can be both inclusive and exclusive (Korten, 

1987), with the weakest and most vulnerable typically being excluded. They also frequently 

feature hierarchical and coercive interactions that limit options for individuals at lower levels, 

and even when relationships are more horizontal than vertical, the commitments that reciprocal 

relationships entail can be onerous. 

4.7. Chapter Summary  

This chapter provided an overview of the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework to give the study 

a sound theoretical foundation. The SLF was crucial in making it possible to conduct research 

on the livelihoods of female scrap collectors in South Africa's rural Eastern Cape. The 

framework was also utilised to analyze women's livelihoods in the context of the current study. 

In this chapter, the SLF has been demonstrated as an approach to understanding poverty 

eradication among the poor. It has been noted that, with an integrated approach that includes 

participatory methods, poor people can be assisted to achieve their livelihood outcomes. The 

SLF, like evidence-based approaches, is also an applicable, and therefore practical, approach 

in the decolonial social work practice. The approach chosen to carry out the study is presented 

in detail in the following chapter.  
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CHAPTER 5: 

METHODOLOGY  

5.1. Introduction  

 This chapter provides a thorough explanation of the methodology used to carry out the study, 

as well as the research design that was created. The process used in research procedures, or the 

rationale of scientific enquiry, can both be viewed as research methodology.  To put it another 

way, it is a framework that provides instructions on how research should be conducted in a 

specific setting (Daniel & Sam, 2011; Fouche, Strydom & Roestenburg, 2021). The research 

methodology, including the use of several case studies as a research design, is described in this 

chapter. It provides a thorough overview of the research tools, the process used to choose the 

research sample, the techniques used to collect the data, and the ethical standards upheld 

throughout the project. 

5.2. Rationale for the empirical Research  

The research conducted was necessary to respond to the research question which will be re-

stated in the following section.  

5.2.1. Recapitulation of the research aim, questions and objectives  

As Fouche et al. (2021) explains, in social research, studies are conducted in order to respond 

with precision to a research aim, and to answer specific research questions, which are 

developed from their stated purposes. In the case of this study the aim was to:  

Analyse the livelihoods of female scrap collectors in the rural Eastern Cape 

of South Africa. 

The aims and objectives of a study must be clearly stated in order to develop specific research 

questions. It is essential in all social science research that the specific goals of a study, and the 

objectives that are developed from them, are solely concerned with the details of an event, 

occurrence or phenomenon in which the researcher is interested (Fouche et al., 2021). The 

objectives: The objectives which were derived from the aim were: 

¶ Objective 1: To explore the context of vulnerability of female scrap collectors. 

¶ Objective 2: To investigate the livelihood assets of female scrap collectors. 
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¶ Objective 3: To identify and analyse the policies, institutions and processes affecting 

the waste pickersô livelihood. 

¶ Objective 4: To explore, observe, and describe the livelihood strategies of the scrap 

collectors.  

¶ Objective 5: To analyse the livelihood outcomes of female scrap collectors.  

Study questions define parameters, direct the creation of a study design and regulate the course 

that certain investigations take (Creswell, 2011; Fouche et al., 2021). The research questions 

which guided this research were: 

¶ What are the factors that affect the livelihoods of female collectors of scrap metal in 

the rural Eastern Cape adversely and render them a vulnerable population? 

¶ What are the livelihood assets of female collectors of scrap metal in the rural Eastern 

Cape? 

¶ How do existing policies, administrative procedures, and government institutions affect 

the livelihoods of female collectors of scrap metal in the rural Eastern Cape at present? 

¶ What are the strategies that female collectors of scrap metal in the rural Eastern Cape 

adopt or develop to generate livelihoods? 

¶ What are the outcomes of the strategies that female collectors of scrap metal in the rural 

Eastern Cape adopt or develop to generate livelihoods? 

 

The objectives and thus the aim of the study were achieved during the research process by 

using a method of information gathering that was relevant to each objective and the study's 

overall goal. The following sections provide details of the research paradigm that influenced 

the present study.  

5.3. The Research Setting and Population  

The study was conducted in selected rural areas of the Eastern Cape Province (the province in 

which Nelson Mandela was born), and the following sections will provide the specifics of these 

areas. It is accepted that, historically post 1994, the Eastern Cape is socio-economically the 
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most disadvantaged amongst the nine provinces in South Africa. Figure 5.3:1 below is a map 

of South Africa, depicting the location of the Eastern Cape Province. 

 

Figure 5.3:1 Map of South Africa  

(Source: Municipalities of South Africa, 2020) 

The Eastern Cape is largely characterised by rural areas and communities. The rural areas 

where the study was conducted were located in three towns namely, Mthatha, Qumbu and 

Elliotdale (Xhora). The details of these towns are provided in the sections which follow. The 

economic status of the Eastern Cape is deteriorating as the unemployment rate in the province 

continues to climb. At present, it sits a 47.1% in the broader definition, with women and young 

people most affected (Stats Biz SA, 2023). In light of these appalling conditions, most people 

have engaged in a number of survival strategies in the informal sector, such as waste picking. 

The study population included in the present study have also opted to sell scrap to make ends 

meet.  

5.3.1. Research population  

In the context of research, ópopulationô refers to the entire group of people in a particular 

geographical area who share certain characteristics and from whom a sample group is selected 

owing to their relevance to the study (Etikan, Musa & Alkassim, 2016). The population for this 

study comprised female scrap collectors along the N2 highway which runs through East 

London and on to Durban (Schenck et al., 2017) where buy-back centre managers buy the 

recyclables from these female scrap collectors (Schenck et al., 2017).  



141 

 

The next section will give a detailed description of the different phases of this research 

including the methods and sampling techniques employed in each stage of the present study. 

5.4. Research paradigm  

A research paradigm is characterised as a set of core beliefs and assumptions about how the 

world is perceived, which then acts as a cognitive framework for the researcher's behaviour 

(Jonker & Pennink, 2010). In addition, Park, Konge and Artino (2020:1) state that research 

paradigms guide scientific discoveries through their assumptions and principles, and 

understanding paradigm-specific assumptions helps illustrate the quality of findings that 

support scientific studies and identify gaps in generated evidence. This study emerged and drew 

its strength from two research paradigms, namely positivism and interpretivism  (De Vos et 

al., 2011).  

The positivist paradigm is a method of doing social research that aims to investigate social 

phenomena and provide answers to the social world using the natural science model of study 

(Denscombe, 2008:14). The positivist paradigm was associated with the quantitative phase of 

this broader study with the assumption that tangible reality exists and can be identified and 

measured. The main objective of positivist research is to establish causal or explanatory 

linkages that eventually lead to the prediction and control of a phenomenon (Park et al., 2020).  

 

Figure 5.4:1 Summary of the positivism paradigm  

(Source: adapted from De Vos et al., 2011; Park et al., 2020) 

The interpretivist paradigm, also referred to as constructivism (Maree, 2010), focuses on the 

ability of the individual to construct reality and meaning. Merriam (2009) and Yin (2009) posit 

that pure qualitative research embodies a constructivist orientation towards knowledge. This 

interpretivist paradigm was heavily influenced by hermeneutics and phenomenology (De Vos 

et al., 2011). Hermeneutics is the study of the meaning and interpretation of historical events, 

whereas phenomenology emphasises the importance of considering human subjective 

judgments as a starting point for comprehending social phenomena (Fouche et al., 2010). The 

Reality exists 

Explanations 
and 
causality 

Measured 



142 

 

interpretivistôs main principle is that research can never be objectively observed from the 

outside; rather it must be observed from inside through the direct experience of the people. 

This paradigm was employed in the qualitative phase of this broader study, as the researcher 

sought to understand the social circumstances and the historical settings pertaining to the 

phenomenon in question (Neuman, 2003). Furthermore, this paradigm claims that humans are 

always interpreting, creating, giving meaning to, defining, justifying and rationalising their 

daily behaviours (Babbie & Mouton, 2011).  

5.5. Research Design  

This study employed a multiple case study design. Yin (2003) maintains that case studies can 

include both quantitative and qualitative data collection methods. Stake (2005) adds that a 

qualitative case study frequently concentrates on experience-knowledge of a particular instance 

and is intimately tied to social variables to support this assertion. Additionally, by consistently 

recording descriptions and interpretations over the course of the study, one can increase the 

credibility of a case study (Suryani, 2013). The strategic usefulness of a case study design also 

rests in its capacity to conceptualise human behaviour and highlight the lessons that may be 

drawn from a single instance (Schram, 2006). A case study, according to Creswell (2007), 

entails the investigation, across time, of a bounded system that is constrained by one (or more) 

cases through in-depth data collecting from various sources of information. There are three 

types of case studies, according to Stake (2005). The first kind, called an intrinsic case study, 

is one that is initiated by an innate interest in something, such as a particular course of study, 

learning environment or book. The goal of the researcher is to have a thorough grasp of a 

particular case. The instrumental case study falls into the second category and serves as a 

foundation for understanding other problems. Multiple case studies, also known as collective 

case studies, are instrumental case studies expanded to a number of cases which are picked so 

that concepts and cases can be compared (Mark, 1996; De Vos et al., 2011).  

This study specifically adopted a multiple or collective case study method as the researcher 

can examine variations within and between cases (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Thus, the researcher 

benefits from investigating different contexts and being able to analyse within each setting and 

across settings (Baxter & Jack, 2008). The multiple case study design further allows an 

understanding of a number of contributory cases studies that occur at multiple sites (Baxter & 

Jack, 2008). It allows the researcher to study various units within identifiable unitsô cases. By 

their nature, case studies are designed to reveal details from the viewpoint of the participants 
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by using multiple sources for data collection (Yin, 1994). Yin (1994) also emphasised that 

multiple case studies build up the results by reproducing patterns, thereby increasing the 

correctness or accuracy of the findings. The result of this research will be an in-depth report of 

three case studies (see the criteria under óSamplingô), as well as a comparison between the cases 

(de Vos et al., 2011).  

Within the multiple case study design, qualitative and quantitative data collection methods 

were used (Boutellier, Gassmann, Raeder & Zeschky, 2013). To fully analyse the livelihoods 

of female scrap collectors in the rural Eastern Cape, it was necessary to use both quantitative 

and qualitative data collection methods. Measurable and generalizable statistics on important 

variables like income levels, working hours, and demographics are provided by quantitative 

approaches like questionnaire analysis (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). However, qualitative 

methods like participant observations, focus groups, and interviews offered deeper insights into 

societal dynamics, problems, and individual experiences that are difficult to fully convey 

through numerical data. By addressing both the breadth and depth of the topic, this dual 

application of approaches ensured a comprehensive understanding of the subject matter 

(Tashakkori, & Teddlie, 2010; Bryman, 2016). The fundamentals of both quantitative and 

qualitative approaches to data collection are explained in the section below.  

5.5.1 Qualitative approach of data collection  
 

The study of people, things and occurrences in their natural surroundings is made possible with 

the qualitative method which concentrates on how individuals give social life meaning (Maree, 

2010; Creswell, 2014). Because it does not treat each person's experience and meaning as 

testable objective sets of statements, qualitative research enables researchers to study 

behaviour, cultures and ways of life from the perspective of those who live and experience 

them (De Vos et al., 2011). According to Creswell (2007:41),  

ñQualitative inquiry is for the researcher who is willing to commit to extensive 

time in the field, engage in the complex and time-consuming process of data 

analysis, write long passages to substantiate and show various perspectives and 

to participate in a form of social and human science research that is constantly 

evolving and changingò. 

Creswell (2007:37) and Fouche et al. (2021) identify the following characteristics of qualitative 

research: 
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¶ Because it permits freedom in all facets of the research process, the qualitative 

approach   is categorised as being more unstructured.  

¶ Field data are typically gathered by qualitative researchers at the location where 

participants encounter the issue or problem being studied.  

¶ As essential tools, qualitative researchers examine documents, watch behaviour, and 

interview persons to gather their own data.  

¶ In contrast with quantitative researchers, qualitative researchers collect data from a 

variety of sources.  

¶ Throughout the entire qualitative research process, researchers are concerned with 

discovering and appreciating the meaning that the participants attach to the problem or 

topic, rather than the meaning that they (the researchers) or the authors of the literature 

bring to the study. 

¶ Qualitative research is a type of investigation in which researchers interpret what they 

see, hear and comprehend. It is impossible to separate the researchers' interpretation 

from their own environment, history, background and prior beliefs.  

¶ Qualitative researchers work to create a nuanced and comprehensive understanding of 

social processes. 

5.5.2 Quantitative approach of data collection  

Quantitative research is the dominant research framework in the social sciences. It refers to a 

set of strategies, techniques and assumptions used to study psychological, social and economic 

processes through the exploration of numeric patterns (Coghlan, & Brydon-Miller, 2014). 

Using scientific inquiry, quantitative research relies on data that are observed or measured to 

examine questions about the sample population (Allen, 2017). The findings of quantitative 

studies feed into and support the qualitative findings (Maree, 2011). Inserting the quantitative 

methodology into the study was to gather the socioeconomic profiling of the study population 

in order to present a holistic result that best interprets the phenomenon under investigation.  

5.5.3 Strengths and challenges in using both qualitative and quantitative approaches 

for  data collection purposes  

It is critical to keep in mind that choosing the optimal research methodology to ensure adequate 

addressing of the research question and study objectives begins with establishing the research 
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topic (Bryman, 2016). In social research, it is necessary to ensure that the best data gathering 

methods are employed (Shorten & Smith, 2017). Different techniques for data collection can 

be used to better understand the relationships or discrepancies between qualitative and 

quantitative data (Wisdom & Creswell, 2013). They can give participants a chance to speak up 

and share their experiences throughout the research process, and they can facilitate various 

avenues of exploration that expand the available data and allow questions to be addressed more 

thoroughly (Shorten & Smith, 2017). According to Hughes (2016), who takes a similar stance, 

using varied techniques enables the researcher to triangulate the results at analysis, better 

identifying the components of a phenomenon by approaching it from several angles and using 

various procedures. As several viewpoints help to shed light on the topics being investigated 

(Andrew, 2012). 

The following sections detail the process of conducting the study applying the multiple-case 

study design and appropriately employing the qualitative and quantitative methodologies.  

5.6. The Phases of the Research Process  

This research constitutes four phases, namely, (1) reconnaissance or scoping, (2) quantitative 

study, (3) in-depth case studies and (4) triangulation of data. The following Table 5.6:1 presents 

a description of each stage carried out during the research. 
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Table 5.6:1 The phases of the research process 

PHASE DESCRIPTION  

PHASE 1: 

RECONNAISSANCE 

The first phase (reconnaissance) is the field surveying 

phase, in which the researcher begins with the research by 

visiting the research settings to establish rapport with the 

study populations in order to understand the operations of 

all the targeted groups. During this phase the researcher 

carefully explain the purpose of his study to the 

prospective participants to ease any uncertainties that may 

arise and build a relationship to gain their trust (Maree, 

2010).  

PHASE 2: QUANTITATIVE 

RESEARCH  

This is the second phase of the study. Quantitative data 

were collected by means of a survey questionnaire. The 

rationale is to establish the socio-economic profile of the 

scrap collectors across the three case studies in the rural 

Eastern Cape.  

PHASE 3: IN-DEPTH CASE 

STUDIES 

This phase encompasses the qualitative interviews 

conducted with the scrap collectors across all three case 

studies selected for the purpose of this research. In 

addition, interviews with the relevant BBC owners were 

included in this phase.  

PHASE 4: 

TRIANGULATION OF 

DATA  

During this phase, comparisons and interpretations of the 

findings of both the quantitative and qualitative phases 

across all case studies were made.  

5.6.1. Phase 1: Reconnaissance  

The larger research study's point of departure was the exploratory reconnaissance. This stage 

presented an opportunity for scoping and observing the research sites (Fouche et al., 2021). 

According to Maxwell (2001), reconnaissance involves situational analysis and the analysis of 

the persons engaged in a research process. óSituationalô refers to the study sites or locales in 

this context, whereas ópersons engagedô refers to the participants or study subjects. Together 

these comprise an overview that will encompass the realities of the situation in terms of its 

context.  
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During the preliminary site reconnaissance, the researcher needed to use basic equipment 

(including route maps, GPS and a field notebook) in order to gather accurate information 

regarding the research sites. These resources helped, from the onset, with the documentation 

of significant data that would serve as the foundation for the larger investigation. The technique 

employed was collecting data through observations (Fouche et al., 2021) which were noted 

down on an observation form. The reconnaissance took place January to March of 2021, during 

which time the researcher travelled to the Eastern Cape to do the scoping and meet the women 

who stand along the N2 highway with their collected scrap metal. The women reside in villages 

approximately 400-600 km from Durban where they sell their scrap. Guided by Schenck et 

al.ôs (2017) preliminary study of scrap collectors in the rural Eastern Cape, the researcher 

identified and did the scoping in the three towns (Qumbu, Mthatha and Elliotdale, also called 

Xhora), as illustrated in Table 5.6.1:1 below.  

 

Figure 5.6.1:1 Map of the Eastern Cape indicating the location of the three towns in 

question  

(Source: Nelson Mandela University, Geography Department) 



148 

 

It is worth noting that the researcher extended his travels to other towns nearby to see whether 

there were a sufficient number of female scrap collectors there before deciding to commence 

with the three originally identified towns ï which will now be referred to as ócase studiesô. The 

other towns were Butterworth and Kokstad. Butterworth is 119,6km away from Mthatha, and 

Kokstad is 188,4km away from Mthatha.  Most notably, Elliotdale (or Xhora) does not lie along 

the N2 highway and is 58.9km south of Mthatha. During visits to Mthatha, one woman 

remarked that the women collecting scrap live predominantly in Elliotdale. It was necessary to 

travel to Elliotdale again to do observations, and the woman in Mthatha was proved to be 

correct. Thus, Elliotdale was added as a research site. Figure 5.6.1:2 below shows the N2 

highway that runs through East London and on to Durban.  

 

Figure 5.6.1:2 Map showing the N2 highway between East London and Durban 

(Source: Nelson Mandela University, Geography Department)  

There were other towns along the N2 highway, as shown in Table 5.6.1:1, where the researcher 

saw scrap packed along the road; however, there were no women available for a first contact 

and for establishing future contact. Only in Mthatha and Qumbu was scrap stacked along the 

road with the women standing next to their loads. Consequently, the researcher used his 

discretion to identify the three towns mentioned as there were large numbers of female scrap 

collectors in these towns which would suffice for the study. In addition, the houses in Mthatha 

and Qumbu were close to the road which made it easier for the women to stand next to their 

collected scrap which, in turn, meant that making contact with them regarding the study was 

possible. Thus, the visibility of women and scrap was the indication that the site was eligible 
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for the study; without the women, contact was impossible. The table below presents a summary 

of the visited towns and whether the researcher saw and identified scrap, as well as women 

who could be interviewed.  

Table 5.6.1:1 The towns between Kokstad and Butterworth 

N2 highway towns in 

Eastern Cape  

Scarp collectors 

visible or not 

visible?  

Notes  

Butterworth  Not visible  Scrap along the road was not visible and the site was 

not included.  

Idutywa  Not visible  The scrap was not visible during the reconnaissance 

stage and thus the site was not included.  

Mthatha  Visible  The scrap collectors were visible along the road and 

the site became CASE STUDY 1 of the study.  

Qumbu  Visible  The scrap collectors were visible along the road and 

the site became CASE STUDY 2 of the study.  

Elliotdale  Visible  The town was identified as a result of preliminary 

contact with the women in Mthatha and it was 

identified as CASE STUDY 3 

Mount Frere  Not visible  The scrap was not visible during the reconnaissance 

stage and thus the site was not included. 

Mount Ayliff  Not visible  The scrap was not visible during the reconnaissance 

stage and thus the site was not included. 

Kokstad Not visible  The scrap was not visible during the reconnaissance 

stage and thus the site was not included. 

Source: Researcher  

Upon completion of the reconnaissance the study commenced, and details are included in the 

sections which follow.  

5.6.2. Phase 2: Quantitative Study  

The second, and quantitative, phase of the study commenced after the reconnaissance stage had 

been completed. This phase was undertaken during May 2021 ï October 2021 and covered the 

three sites identified. The overarching objective of this phase was to develop a socioeconomic 
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profile of the women scrap collectors in the rural Eastern Cape. Table 5.6.2:1 below is a 

summary of the research tools utilised during Phase 2 of this broad research study.  

Table 5.6.2:1 Overview of methods and techniques applied in Phase 2 of the study 

Phase 2 Objective of the phase  Sampling 

technique(s)  

Data collection tools  Data analysis 

tools  

Quantitative 

data 

collection  

Investigating the socio-

economic profile of the 

scrap collectors in the 

rural Eastern Cape. 

Availability 

sampling  

Survey questionnaire  SPSS 

5.6.2.1. Sampling in the quantitative phase  

During this phase the researcher could not select the respondents purposively owing to the 

nature of their setting. The researcher used convenience sampling. Dornyei (2007) posits that 

this type of sampling is a non-probability or non-random type of sampling where members of 

the target population who meet specific criteria (e.g., easy accessibility, geographical 

proximity, availability at a given time and willingness to participate) are included for the 

purpose of the study. The use of convenience sampling enabled the researcher to select the 

respondents who were willing and available to be interviewed for the purpose of completing 

the questionnaire which had been developed in order to generate the quantitative data. The 

criteria for the selection of participants in the quantitative study were:  

¶  They needed to be over 18 years old.  

¶ They had been working as scrap metal collectors for at least 6 months, as participants 

with little experience as scrap metal collectors would likely have been unaware of the 

nature of many of the hardships which are associated with this work. 

¶ They needed to be available and willing to be part of the study. 

5.6.2.2. Data collection during the quantitative phase  

The researcher interviewed the scrap collectors over a period of six months. Details of specific 

dates are included in  

Table 5.6.2.2:1 below. The fieldwork was done in each of the selected towns ï now referred to 

as ócase studiesô - over a two monthsô period. This length of time allowed the researcher to do 

observations, visiting homes where waste was stored and continue with the survey. Over the 

period of six months 126 questionnaires were completed.  
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Table 5.6.2.2:1 Summary of the quantitative data collection schedule 

Site No. Case study/Site Period of quantitative data 

collection 

Number of 

questionnaires 

completed 

Case study 1 Mthatha  May ï June 2021  40 

Case study 2 Elliotdale (Xhora)  July ï August 2021  45 

Case study 3 Qumbu  September ï October 2021  41 

Total    126 

The aim of the second phase of the study was to gather demographic and socioeconomic 

information from the respondents. During this phase, a questionnaire was developed and 

administered by means of a structured guide for the researcher regarding how to put the 

questions to the respondents. A questionnaire, as described by Polit and Hungler (1997:202), 

is a formal, written document that participants themselves must complete by responding to the 

questions it contains in a paper-and-pencil format. By contrast, in this research study, the 

researcher completed the questionnaires himself, owing to the illiteracy of some respondents 

and the difficulty which others experienced with reading and writing. Although each 

questionnaire usually took in the region of 30 minutes to complete, in some instances more 

time was required, as the respondents wished to describe their experiences at length. As soon 

as each questionnaire had been completed by the researcher, it was checked to ensure that it 

was both correct and complete. In addition, it was convenient that the researcher completed the 

questionnaires as this ensured consistency. The data-cleaning process helped to ensure that the 

results were as accurate and representative of the research population as possible. All 126 

questionnaires were accepted as being suitable for analysis.  

All the respondents were asked the same questions, in a predetermined order. The respondents 

were assured that their responses would be treated as strictly confidential, and the researcher 

obtained signed óinformed consentô forms from them before commencing with the 

questionnaire. Although the questionnaire comprised mainly questions which were intended to 

generate quantitative data, it also contained some questions the answers to which would yield 

qualitative data. These questions were intended to yield explanatory responses in order to 

clarify some of the answers which yielded quantitative data. 
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The questionnaire was made available in English and translated into isiXhosa (see appendix 

D), the languages with which the respondents were most familiar. Translating the questionnaire 

into isiXhosa (see attached appendix E) enabled the participants to understand the questions in 

their own language and facilitated the researcherôs interpretation of the information which the 

respondents provided. In addition, the researcher comes from the Eastern Cape and is well 

acquainted with the language and the culture of the women. As the researcher was able to speak 

both English and isiXhosa, he was able to communicate effectively with the respondents and 

to provide them with explanations which were meaningful to them. The mediating role which 

the researcher played in the administration of the questionnaire ensured an optimal response 

rate from the participants (Fouche et al., 2021; Mouton, 2003:258). In addition, the 

questionnaire provided a means of obtaining information from the respondents in a manner 

which required as little of their time as possible and the efficient use of time was also beneficial 

to the conducting of the study. All questions were clarified and answered throughout the 

interviews.  

5.6.2.3. Data analysis during the quantitative phase  

The quantitative data were collected, cleaned and captured, and then analysed by the researcher 

with the assistance of the Faculty of Health Sciences statistician from the Nelson Mandela 

University. The statistician was very knowledgeable of the descriptive analysis and assisted 

with checking for consistency and a true presentation of the sample responses. The data were 

captured on Excel and analysed by means of the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

(SPSS) software. The results were presented using descriptive statistics. As descriptive analysis 

is used to describe the basic features of quantitative data which are generated in a study (Babbie 

& Mouton, 2011), it was used to provide simple numerically based summaries of the 

characteristics of the research sample. The answers to the questions which required qualitative 

analysis were also captured to support the quantitative data.  

5.6.3. Phase 3: In-depth case studies  

Table 5.6.3:1 Overview of methods and techniques applied during different stages of Phase 3 of 

the study 
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Stages  Objectives for the stage  Sampling 

technique 

(s)  

Data 

collection 

tools  

Data analysis 

tools  

Stage 1: 

Interviews 

with the 

female 

scrap 

collectors  

¶ To explore the vulnerability 

context of female scrap 

collectors  

¶ To investigate the livelihood 

assets of female scrap 

collectors  

¶ To identify and analyse the 

policies, institutions and 

processes affecting the waste 

pickersô livelihoods 

¶ To explore, observe and 

describe the livelihood 

strategies of the scrap 

collectors  

¶ To analyse the livelihood 

outcomes of female scrap 

collectors s 

 

Purposive 

sampling  

Participant 

observation, 

Focus group 

discussions, 

Semi-

structured 

individual 

interviews 

SLF 

Categories 

and thematic 

analysis  

Stage 2: 

interviews 

with BBC 

owners  

¶ Identify and explore the 

policies, institutions and 

processes affecting the waste 

pickersô livelihood. 

Purposive 

sampling  

Semi-

structured 

individual 

interviews  

SLF 

Categories 

and thematic 

analysis  

5.6.3.1. Sampling during the qualitative phase  

The qualitative phase of the study included interviews with scrap collectors and BBC 

managers. To select and recruit participants for the interviews, a similar sampling technique 

was used. The sampling population comprised the women scrap collectors who gather along 

the N2 highway in the rural Eastern Cape. The researcher had maintained contact with the 

women who first participated in Phase 1 of the study and had purposively selected them for the 

purposes of Phase 3 of the study. The BBC managers were also recruited to be part of the 

interviews in order to identify and understand which processes and institutions affect the scrap 

collectors.  

Purposive sampling, according to Rubin and Babbie (2017), is fully dependent on the 

researcher's judgment because a sample must be made up of individuals who most closely 

match the characteristics of the community under investigation. In purposive sampling, a case 

is picked because it exemplifies a specific trait or procedure that the researcher is interested in 

(Fouche et al., 2021). This kind of sampling was used as a technique to include the participants 

who, in the qualitative stages of the study, had revealed shared and profoundly insightful 
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responses to the questionnaire. The participantsô willingness to take part in the third phase of 

the study is aligned with Learyôs (2012:109) contention that participants should be selected on 

the grounds of convenience in that they are readily available to take part in the study. This is 

also applicable in the purposive sampling (Leary, 2012).  

The following criteria were applied for the selection of the scrap collectors:  

¶ Participants should be over the age of 18 years. 

¶ They had to have been working as scrap metal collectors for at least 6 months, as 

participants with little experience as scrap metal collectors would likely have been 

unaware of the nature of many of the hardships which are associated with this work. 

¶ They had to be available and willing to be part of the study. 

The inclusion criteria for the selection of the BBC managers in Durban were as follows:  

¶ The participants should be managers of BBCs.  

¶ They should be working for a formally operating BBC.  

¶ Participants should have been working with the scrap collectors for a period of two 

years, as they would otherwise have had limited experience of dealing with scrap 

collectors.  

Both sets of criteria for inclusion in the third phase of the study were applied separately as the 

interviews were conducted separately. The following sections present the details of how the 

interviews with both the scrap collectors and the BBC managers unfolded.  

5.6.3.2. Data collection during qualitative phase  

The qualitative data were collected after the process of collecting the quantitative data had been 

completed. The third phase of the study took place October 2021 ï January 2022. The phase 

was completed over a three-months period as the researcher had to travel from one case study 

to the next to complete the interviews. In each of the cases studies the researcher commenced 

with the focus group discussions as Stage 1 of the qualitative data collection process.  

 

 

Table 5.6.3.2:1 Stage 1: Focus group discussions 

Site/Case study  Duration  Number of participants  

Mthatha  October 2021 10 

Qumbu  October 2021 09 



155 

 

Elliotdale (Xhora)  November 2021 10 

Total   29 

Source: Authorôs research data  

During the reconnaissance phase of the broader study, it became evident that women scrap 

collectors worked in groups in all the identified case studies, thus the focus group discussions 

were necessary. In addition, the adopted focus group interview strategy was based on the 

assumption that group interaction would be productive in widening the range of responses, 

lifting out important aspects of the phenomenon, touch on details of participantsô experiences 

and provide data that would be rich in detail (Maree, 2011). The focus group interviews were 

beneficial to both the researcher and the participants. Firstly, the participants felt that they were 

in an environment that allowed them to express their views without the dominance of certain 

members who would not give other participants an opportunity to speak. Secondly, the 

researcher gained insights through the open discussions and could gather in-depth views not 

attainable from individual participants (borne out by Maree, 2011, as well).  

The atmosphere of the focus group discussions as described above, was made possible by the 

researcherôs adherence to this format of discussions. According to De Vos et al. (2011:366), 

focus groups usually include six to ten participants. The group size was important in this study 

as the researcher sought to allow everyone to participate, thus eliciting a range of responses. 

This is in line with Morgan and Krueger's (1998:27) assertion that choosing the ideal 

participant count entails finding a balance between having enough participants to spark 

conversation but limiting the group to prevent some participants from feeling intimidated and 

side-lined. This study had no more than 10 participants in each focus group conducted in the 

different case studies. During this data collection process an interview guide was prepared with 

a set of open-ended questions to allow participants to relate a diversity of experiences which 

they had encountered (De Vos et al., 2011). The interview guide consisted of five qualitative 

questions that were linked to the SLF categories in order to generate data that would respond 

to all categories of the SLF. The strength of the discussions was that they were exploratory and 

led to discovery (De Vos et al., 2011), which allowed the researcher to explore certain aspects 

of the research phenomenon form different viewpoints.  

The interviews were 60 minutes long (De Vos et al., 2011), which was a satisfactory length of 

time without discouraging the interviewees and, with the permission of the latter, were audio-

recorded. The group dynamic did appear to develop elements of dominance of some 

participants over others, but the researcher used group facilitation skills to ensure a healthy 
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flow of the discussions.  When participants were not contributing, the researcher used probing 

skills to encourage them to open up by giving them a sense that their views and personal 

experiences were respected in a completely unbiased manner. These skills made it possible that 

the data gathered were solid and that a research report could be compiled.  

After the completion of the three focus group discussions, the researcher immediately 

commenced with semi-structured individual interviews as Stage 2 of the qualitative data 

collection in order to gather sufficient data, questions for which were not included in the focus 

group sessions. The schedule for this stage is included in the following table.  

Table 5.6.3.2:2 Stage 2: Individual stories 

Site/ Case study  Duration  Number of participants  

Mthatha  December 2021  04 

Qumbu  December 2021  05 

Elliotdale (Xhora) December 2021  04 

Total   13 

Source: Authorôs research data  

According to Krysik and Finn (2013), semi-structured interviews, which enable researchers to 

probe for clarification and additional information from participants, are frequently used to 

gather data during qualitative research. Individual stories, told during the semi-structured 

interviews, supplemented the initial findings of the focus group discussions and afforded the 

researcher an in-depth insight and understanding of the livelihoods of female scrap collectors 

and the hardships which they encountered. A semi-structured interview guide was used to 

maintain direction within the interviews and included open-ended questions. The set of 

questions were exploratory in nature seeking information about the livelihoods of female scrap 

collectors and the difficulties they encounter. The questions in this guide were reviewed several 

times based on the responses from participants, and more probing questions were included each 

time when a ónewô theme emerged in order to explore it further.  

Participants were interviewed mostly in one language (isiXhosa), and some in a mixture of 

isiXhosa and English. Participantsô preference of language was always respected during the 

interviews. They expressed their willingness to participate in the study and were told that they 

would be free to terminate the interview at any point if they so felt - also if they needed to load 

their collected scrap onto the truck to be sold to the BBCs in Durban. Each individual interview 
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was audio- recorded and, in some instance, notes were taken to record important data 

emanating from the interviews. Each interview lasted between 45 and 90 minutes. The length 

of time spent in the field was three weeks; one week allocated to each case study with the field 

exit determined by the saturation of themes. Theoretical saturation refers to the point when no 

new or relevant data emerge during interviews, the category is well developed and the 

relationships among categories are well established (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). During this stage 

of individual interviews, saturation was understood to have been reached when participants 

revealed only information that was already known to the researcher and no new themes 

emerged.  Saturation was also clear when the last few interviews seemed in some way to be a 

repetition of the earlier interviews. 

Stage 3: Interviews with the buy-back centre managers  

The third stage of the qualitative component of the study consisted of the interviews with the 

BBCs managers in Durban (KwaZulu Natal). Permission had been sought from the BBCs 

managers beforehand. The researcher interviewed three BBC managers of the buy-back centres 

in Durban where the participants in this study sell their scrap. It is worth noting that it was not 

easy to obtain access to the premises of the BBCs as the managers thought that the researcher 

was an official who would do compliance checks and did not trust the process. However, they 

willingly took part once the official letter from the university and a student card were shown 

as proof that this was a study for qualification purposes. Initially, five BBCs had been 

approached, and only three BBCs agreed. To protect the identity of the BBCs, the real names 

are not provided; the code names are: BBC A, BBC B and BBC C. The researcher approached 

the BBCs on their premises and could thus observe the movement of the women who were 

selling scrap. The interviews were conducted in English as the BBCs managers were able to 

converse in English and the researcher could use English appropriately.  
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Figure 5.6.3.2:1 Summary of the qualitative interviews conducted 

(Source: Researcher) 

Through all the data collection stages, observations as a data gathering tool were utilised. 

Observation, according to Maree (2011:83), is a methodical technique of documenting the 

behavioural patterns of individuals, objects and occurrences without necessarily asking 

questions or speaking to them (the individuals). Observations were utilised as a qualitative data 

collection approach to afford the researcher a deeper knowledge of the situation under 

investigation.  During the research the researcher was an observer as participant. This means 

that the researcher is immersed in the situation but focuses mainly on his or her role as the 

observer of the situation (Maree, 2011). The advantages of using this type of observation were: 

observing the participantsô patterns of relationships, their daily activities, their patterns of 

behaviour to understand their outlook on and coping mechanisms with regard to their problems. 

However, the researcher did not influence the dynamics of the setting (De Vos et al., 2011). 

During the observations, the researcher took field notes to document everything that was 

happening in the research sites across all case studies. The notes were kept in a safe folder as 

important information for the research study.  

5.6.3.3. Analysis of data during the qualitative phase  

Data gathered across the three stages of research and indicated in the preceding sections were 

categorised according to the sustainable livelihood framework (DFID, 1999) categories: 

livelihood assets, the vulnerability context, policies, structures and processes, livelihood 

strategies and livelihood outcomes. Details of each category will be provided in the sections 

below. In addition, the method used to analyse the data was a thematic data analysis 

methodology in which themes and sub-themes were highlighted and analysed. Then the 

emerging themes from each of the case studies, and according to the SLF categories, were 

written up and analysed with the aim of providing a rich, thorough and complex interpretation 

ωStage 1

Focus group 
disussions 

ωStage 2

Individual 
interviews 

ωStage 3 

Interviews with 
BBC managers 
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of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Vaismoradi, Turenen & Bondas, 2013). Utilising the 

thematic analysis methodology assisted the researcher in identifying common threads that 

extended through all sets of interviews conducted during the different case studies (DeSantis 

& Ugarriza, 2000).  

The thematic stages followed in this study, and as highlighted by Braun and Clarke (2006), are 

briefly explained in the following section.  

¶ Familiarisation with the data: To complete this first phase, reading and rereading the 

acquired facts was a necessary practical exercise in order to become fully conversant 

with them and to jot down early thoughts regarding their significance. The action 

allowed for interaction with the acquired data and evaluation of their overall 

significance and consequences (Creswell, 2009).  

¶ Generating initial codes: When the researcher felt confident that he had a thorough 

understanding of the data, he started the process of giving codes to the raw data that 

seemed to be significant and relevant. Next, more sorting and sifting was done with the 

coded material. The codes gave a useful background for evaluating the nature of the 

discourse that had started to develop from the raw data, even if the number of codes 

was more than that of the themes that were ultimately recognised. 

¶ Searching for themes: In order to begin interpreting and analysing the codes that had 

been allocated, the researcher filtered the data into potentially understandable 

information by looking for trends. 

¶ Reviewing themes: The identified and pertinent themes were polished during this step. 

The researcher was better able to regulate the data and have relevant data for 

presentation as a result of reviewing the themes. 

¶ Defining and naming themes: The objective of this phase was to continue the analysis, 

fine-tune the specifics of each theme, and tell the study's overall narrative while giving 

each subject a distinct description and name. 

¶ Producing the report: The researcher conducted a final analysis in this step. Themes 

that arose from each case study were presented utilising each of the framework's 

elements in accordance with the SLF.  
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Table 5.6.3.3:1 Sustainable livelihood framework categories and description 

No. SLF 

Components  

Description  

1 Analysis of the 

vulnerability 

context 

The researcher analysed how female scrap collectors are affected by 

the critical trends (i.e., population trends, resource trends, 

technological trends and national/international trends), as well as by 

shock (i.e., economic and natural shocks, conflict and human health 

shocks) and seasonality (i.e., production, prices and health) over 

which they have limited or no control (Kebe & Muir, 2006). An 

analysis was done by identifying these trends, shocks and aspects of 

seasonality that are particular important to livelihood of scrap 

collectors (Kebe & Muir, 2006). 

2 Analysis of 

livelihood 

assets 

In this category the analysis comprised aspects, such as human 

capital (i.e., skills, knowledge, ability to labour and good health), 

social capital (i.e., informal safety nets and membership of more 

formalised groups), natural capital (i.e., waste assimilation and 

land) and financial capital (i.e., access to financial services 

organisations, support for development of financial services) (Kebe 

& Muir, 2006). 

3 Analysis of 

policy and 

institutional 

processes 

This componentôs analysis comprised how institutions and 

organisations, such as BBCs - together with their policies, 

legislations and regulations - affect and influence scrap collectorsô 

livelihoods, and also provided the commercial context in which 

economic outputs are realised (Kebe & Muir, 2006). 

4 Analysis of the 

livelihood 

strategies 

The analysis comprised the range and combination of activities and 

choices that informal scrap collectors undertake in order to achieve 

their livelihood goals (DFID, 2000). This section of the analysis 

provided the researcher with insight into a dynamic process in 

which people combine activities to meet their various needs at 

different times.  
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No. SLF 

Components  

Description  

5 Analysis of the 

Livelihood 

outcomes 

This SLF category included an analysis regarding the degree of 

success of the scrap collectors in meeting their own objectives, 

economic success, their future security, patterns of investment, 

ability to cope, the range of their choices and their resilience 

(Levine, 2014). Such an analysis of each case would pave the way 

for external stakeholders, such as policy makers and the 

Government of South Africa, to understand the complexities and 

hardships linked to the livelihoods of scrap collectors in order to 

know how to support them in future. 

5.6.4. Phase 4: Triangulation and interpretation of data  

During this stage integration of the data across the three case studies was done. A combination 

of the quantitative and qualitative data, which had emanated from the case studies, formed the 

basis for the combined cross-case analysis in which an interpretation of the case studies and a 

comparison between them was done. The goal of this phase was to link the data gathered and 

identify which aligned with each objective of the study, and then to integrate them for a more 

comprehensive understanding. Interpretations and comparisons of the case studies were 

undertaken by comparing the similar themes that emerged and commenting on the differences. 

The method was used to achieve the following:  

1. Data for each case study were collected and recorded using the SLF categories. 

2. A comparison of all quantitative and qualitative findings from the three case studies 

was performed. 

3. The comparison was not done separately, but rather as part of an integrated approach 

contained in a single chapter. The decision not to separate the analyses of the case 

studies was informed by the repetition of qualitative data that emerged from the three 

case studies, therefore, it was not possible to have three separate chapters on the 

analyses of each case study as the information that emanated from the data analyses 

was mostly repetitive information. Saturation of data prevailed.   
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During this stage, the interpretation and presentation were integrated with the relevant literature 

pertaining to the phenomenon of waste picking in South Africa, as well as the most relevant 

literature in other countries around the world. 

5.7. Data Management  

According to Merriam (2009) and Yin (2008), data management in social research is important 

in order to keep record of information gathered from a process of research. In addition, both 

Merriam (2009) and Yin (2008) suggest that data management is necessary to keep data 

organised so that the information can be easily accessed during both the analysis and writing 

process. There is no data management without a well-developed ódata management planô (Yin, 

2008). A data management plan requires the application of techniques that the researcher uses 

to keep the information gathered safe and secured.  

In this study the first management technique which the researcher utilised was to identify each 

piece of data by the case from which it was collected. Secondly, the researcher used the first 

three letters of the research sites/areas to identify them as the research case (Example: MTA). 

Thirdly, all pieces of data collected from the participants and through observations were coded 

(e.g., Phase1Interviews_04.02.2021). All data were then organised into an electronic case study 

database containing a detailed case study inventory. Every time a new piece of data was 

collected it was added to both the database and the inventory. The data themselves were 

organised into electronic folders representing each individual case (e.g., CASE STUDY 1). A 

folder named MULTIPLE CASE STUDY MEMOS was also created to hold cross-case 

memos. Memos are the researcherôs notes written during the data analysis process. Within each 

individual case folder, subfolders differentiating each type of data were created and labelled: 

survey, interview, document, and memos (e.g., Qumbu_ interviews). The database was 

electronic and saved to the researcherôs firewall- and password-protected personal computer. 

As Yin (2009) suggests, the researcher included a thorough narrative account of each individual 

case in the written report, including direct quotes to support interpretations of the data. The 

case study database assisted the researcher in creating such a narrative while simultaneously 

organising data for data analysis.  
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5.8. Measures taken to ensure Trustworthiness of the Research 

Instruments 

According to Shenton (2004), it is essential in social research to ensure the trustworthiness of 

both quantitative and qualitative research instruments. Shenton (2004) posits that researchers 

who employ qualitative research methods are required to present a convincing case which 

demonstrates that their work is theoretically sound, in accordance with specific criteria and had 

been executed using specific procedures, namely: 

¶ Credibility, dependability, transferability, and confirmability: These four standards 

each help to guarantee the validity of qualitative research findings. Researchers need to 

make sure that their findings are reliable, trustworthy and transferable to other contexts 

with similar conditions. They also need to make sure that their specific research study 

can be repeated to corroborate their findings. 

¶ Examining previous research findings: Shenton (2004) emphasises how important it 

is for researchers to review earlier research findings in order to gauge how closely their 

own findings align with those of earlier studies. A thorough review of all available and 

relevant studies was conducted to satisfy this criterion. 

¶ Audit trail:  According to Lietz, Langer and Furman (2006), as well as Shenton (2004), 

qualitative researchers construct audit trails as they analyse their data to show other 

researchers how they came to their conclusions. In contrast, the criteria of validity and 

reliability are used to evaluate quantitative research tools. 

¶ Validity: Validity is a measure of the truth or accuracy of the assertions that researchers 

make based on their results, according to Burns and Grove (2006). It is an important 

factor to take into account at every stage of the process. Researchers can decide which 

findings are useful by using the validity criterion. By conducting an extensive review 

of the pertinent literature that was already in existence, providing accurate and relevant 

definitions of the concepts from which the theoretical framework was derived, and 

ensuring congruence between the research topic, the research questions, and the study's 

objectives, the validity of the present study's findings was guaranteed. 

¶ Reliability: The consistency or repeatability of the results produced by quantitative 

research equipment is referred to as reliability (Brink, 1996). The degree of consistency 

or dependability with which an instrument measures what it has been meant to measure 

is also a component of reliability. A pilot study was done to ensure the reliability of the 
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questionnaire (please see APPENDIX D), and where necessary, relevant revisions were 

made to the questions. 

5.9. Ethical Considerations  

It is important to highlight the ethical considerations regarding this research. The conduct of 

social science researchers in connection with all the individuals they engage with while 

performing their research is governed by a set of widely acknowledged ethical norms, 

according to De Vos et al. (2011). The researcher must take into account the rights of persons 

being studied by following a set of guidelines established by the many institutional authorities 

that regulate social research (Maree, 2010). Researchers in social research need to adhere to 

the ethical principles and standards from the inception stages of research right through to the 

completion of the research report (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011). The particular ethical 

considerations that were relevant to this study were adhered to and are discussed in the 

following section.  

5.9.1. Permission to conduct the study 

The Human and Social Science Research Ethics Committee (HSSREC) of the University of 

the Western Cape granted the present researcher permission to conduct this study with ethical 

reference number HS20/5/27. In accordance with the Human Sciences Research Council's 

Code of Research Ethics, the Human and Social Science Research Ethics Committee is 

responsible for ensuring the welfare and rights of participants in all research studies carried out 

by researchers affiliated with the University of the Western Cape. The researcher must uphold 

the rights and security of the subject participants in accordance with the university's norms for 

ethical research activity. Each participant was informed of the study's aim and purpose. 

5.9.2. Avoidance of harm 

According to Babbie (2007) and De Vos et al. (2011), the core ethical principle of social 

research is that it must not harm those who consent to participate in it. This ethical rule 

encompasses the participants' psychological and emotional well-being in addition to their 

bodily well-being. It also protects their reputation from any potential harm. According to 

Creswell (2003) and De Vos et al. (2011), in order to adhere rigorously to this principle, the 

researcher has a duty to shield participants from any type of bodily, or other, discomfort that 

might result from the research activity. Additionally, in the present study, reasonable steps were 

taken to make sure that the participants were intellectually and emotionally prepared for the 



165 

 

questions posed and were informed that they should reveal only information that they were 

willing to share. It was crucial for the researcher to identify himself to the participants before 

the interviews began. The manner in which he planned to interview them, the goals of the 

research study, the advantages it was expected to offer, the types of questions they would be 

asked, the strict confidentiality with which the information they provided would be treated, and 

the fact that their participation in the study was entirely voluntary were all explained (Creswell, 

2009).  

5.9.3. Voluntary participation  

The fundamental tenet that participation in social research must always be voluntary (Rubin & 

Babbie, 2005:71) must be scrupulously upheld. De Vos et al. (2011) contend that, before 

requesting people to participate in a study, it is crucial for researchers to provide an initial 

description of what the investigation includes. Therefore, voluntary participation refers to the 

freedom of all potential participants to decide whether or not they want to join, without having 

to worry about any negative consequences for doing so (Rubin & Babbie, 2005). Before 

starting the interviews, the researcher reminded the participants of the study's goal and 

emphasised again that they were not required to participate in the study if they chose not to, 

and that they could opt out at any time ï even if they had already decided to participate. No 

interviews were done without the participants' express consent to answer the research 

questions, ensuring that their participation was voluntary. 

5.9.4. Informed consent  

Giving subjects the option to decide what will or will not happen to them is necessary out of 

respect for persons (Grinnell & Unrau, 2008:37). In order to obtain participants' informed 

consent to participate in a research study, it is necessary to fully disclose the study's objectives, 

the anticipated duration of their participation, the procedures they will be expected to follow, 

and any potential benefits, drawbacks or dangers that their participation might entail. It is also 

necessary to present the researcher's credentials to the participants or their legal representatives 

(Royse, 2004; De Vos et al., 2011). Prospective participants must accurately grasp the nature 

of the research and the responsibilities they will be expected to carry in order to provide their 

informed consent (Creswell, 2009). In this study, the researcher gave participants verbal and 

written information about the study's nature and objectives as part of a consent form, which 

they had to sign.  
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5.9.5. Deception of subjects and/or respondents  

According to Struwig and Stead (2001), deceiving participants about the nature and goal of a 

research project, willfully  distorting the truth, or withholding information from them are all 

examples of deceit in the context of social research. According to Corey, Corey and Callanan 

(1993), such deception is frequently chosen to secure individuals' involvement when they 

might have otherwise declined.  Transparency is essential in social research because it helps 

participants and researchers build trust in one another. Participants can only decide, in an 

educated manner, to participate in research projects if the agreements are transparent - it 

complements the idea of informed consent. To avoid the chance of purposefully or 

inadvertently misleading the participants during the present investigation, the researcher made 

every effort to ensure transparency. During interviews, the participants' concerns and inquiries 

were clarified with particular regard to accuracy and avoiding dishonesty. 

5.9.6. Violation of privacy/anonymity/confidentiality  

The participantsô confidentiality and privacy were respected by the researcher. Maintaining 

someone's privacy means not allowing others to view or analyse information that is generally 

kept private. Every person has the right to privacy, and it is up to him or her to decide how 

much and when their views, beliefs and behaviour will be made public. According to De Vos 

et al. (2011), the simplest definition of privacy is the practice of individuals ordinarily to be 

reticent to divulge information about themselves to others - to keep it hidden from prying eyes. 

The respondents were not asked to divulge their identities when they were interviewed for the 

purpose of completing the questionnaires in order to protect their privacy for the quantitative 

part of this study. According to De Vos et al. (2011), confidentiality broadens the definition of 

privacy because it relates to agreements made between individuals to restrict access that others 

may have to private information. Thus, from the first interactions with potential participants 

through the release of research study conclusions, anonymity must be upheld in social research. 

By maintaining the confidentiality of all information supplied by the participants, the present 

researcher upheld this value. 

5.10. Limitations of the Study  

According to De Vos et al. (2005), it is imperative that limits be properly considered and listed 

because they are potentially possible in even the most meticulously designed research work. 
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Limitations are restrictions that impede academic advancement and are frequently unavoidable. 

As a result, the following is a summary of the constraints that this research study encountered: 

¶ Firstly, the study was carried out when COVID-19 lockdown and travel restrictions 

were in effect. The implementation of the lockdown alert levels and inability to conduct 

interviews had an impact on the study. Due to the COVID-19 restrictions, there were 

not many respondents for the quantitative part of the study. 

¶ The quantitative findings cannot necessarily be generalised to other target populations, 

as the current study was conducted in three places in the rural Eastern Cape province 

of South Africa. In addition, the qualitative findings were not intended to be 

generalisable to other population groups because the qualitative aspect of the study was 

conducted in order to provide an appropriate local context to the quantitative findings, 

and the research sample comprised only thirty participants.  

¶ The sampling exercise was entirely dependent upon the availability and willingness of 

potential participants, and some women were unwilling to engage in conversations with 

the researcher because many people - particularly news reporters ï had approached 

them to ask questions, and the women were still hoping to see change. The researcher 

dealt with this ethical issue by clarifying that this was social research with no benefits. 

The only benefit would be to publish the work in an accredited journal so that policy 

makers would become aware of scrap collectorsô hardships and realise that there is a 

population that needs assistance. 

5.11. Researcherôs position during the research  

As a result of the researcher's being vested in social science research ethics, the research 

process was credible. In the first place, the researcher is from the Eastern Cape Province, which 

has made it easier to navigate within the participants' territories. The study was conducted very 

efficiently as a result of this. In the course of the research, the researcher understood and spoke 

the language used in the research settings and by the study participants, putting him at an 

advantage and establishing credibility for his results. As the researcher was able to solicit 

information clearly from the participants without any communication barriers, the process ran 

smoothly. Ethics eased the research process and placed the researcher in a good position to 

accommodate and encourage the participants' engagement. 
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5.12. Chapter Summary 

This chapter took the form of a discussion of the aims and objectives of the study, the selection 

of an appropriate research design, and the methodology used to collect, analyse and integrate 

the quantitative and qualitative data gathered during the three selected case studies. Detailed 

elucidations were provided of relevant concepts, such as research population, research samples, 

and research instruments, as well as a summary of the ethical principles of social research 

which were respected and rigorously upheld at all times during the study. Although the 

limitations were enumerated, they were not significant, and the researcher was able to gather 

sufficient data from the participants. The following chapter is devoted to a presentation of the 

combined quantitative and qualitative findings emanating from the research study.  
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CHAPTER 6: 

FINDINGS, CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS AND THEMATIC 

COMPARISONS 

6.1. Introduction  

The results of a cross-case analysis of the three case studies that were investigated for the 

broader study are presented and discussed in this chapter. The research explored the livelihoods 

of women who work as scrap collectors in the Eastern Cape of South Africa's rural areas, using 

the cities of Mthatha, Qumbu, and Elliotdale (Xhora) as case studies. The research study's 

integrated quantitative and qualitative data comprise the findings, which are then presented in 

accordance with the elements of the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (DFID, 1999) shown 

in the picture below. 

 

Figure 6.1:1 The SLF components used to categorise data for the present study  

(Source: Adapted from Möllers & Buchenrieder, 2005) 

The comparisons made across the case studies are done against a background of relevant 

literature to substantiate and validate the findings. The following section begins with 

introducing the case studies and subsequently presents findings thematically.  
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6.2. The N2 highway and an overview of the investigated case studies  

This section is devoted to a general introduction to the three case studies in this broader study, 

important descriptive information related to the three case studies, and the general observations 

made during the study. These details are discussed in the sections which follow.  

6.2.1. Women along the N2 highway and their livelihood-generating activities 

The N2 highway, which runs from Cape Town through George, Gqeberha, East London, 

Mthatha and Durban, is a physical asset along which the women wait for trucks to take them 

to Durban to sell their scrap. The women hike via these trucks down to Durban from the top of 

the N2 highway, with pieces of cardboard marked 'ND' to invite the trucks to stop and load 

their collected scrap. The N2 thus provides women in the rural Eastern Cape with access to 

BBCs (buy-back centres) in Durban (KwaZulu Natal). 

 

Figure 6.2.1:1 Women scrap collectors along the N2 

(Source: Sizani, 2021) https://www.foodformzansi.co.za/women-abandon-dry-vegetable-

gardens-to-collect-scrap/ ) 

6.2.2. An overview of Case Study 1: Mthatha  

Mthatha, formerly Umtata, is the capital of the O.R. Tambo District Municipality and the main 

city of the King Sabata Dalindyebo local municipality in the Eastern Cape Province. Mthatha, 

as a region, was the isiXhosa people's homeland and the Transkei's capital city prior to 1994. 

It is also the home of South Africa's well-known first black president, Nelson Mandela, 

following the country's independence in 1994. Figure 6.2.2:1 is the map of the region, Mthatha.  

 

 

https://www.foodformzansi.co.za/women-abandon-dry-vegetable-gardens-to-collect-scrap/
https://www.foodformzansi.co.za/women-abandon-dry-vegetable-gardens-to-collect-scrap/
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Figure 6.2.2:1 Map of Mthatha  

(Source: Municipalities South Africa, 2021) 

The Walter Sisulu University (WSU) is situated in Mthatha (the city) and serves as a benefit 

for the empowerment and better development of human capital represented by the many local 

young people. Mthatha is surrounded by a number of rural villages and serves as a focal point 

in their residentsô search for work opportunities. Mthatha is amongst the affected districts in 

the Eastern Cape in terms of all poverty descriptors and is characterised by low levels of 

development because it is surrounded by villages. Furthermore, in the Eastern Cape more than 

60% of people are trapped in poverty (Ngumbela et al., 2020). Owing to the unemployment 

rate and dire poverty, the women in the Mthatha district have, for their livelihood, engaged in 

collecting scrap metal which they sell to the buy-back centres in Durban. 

6.2.3. An overview of Case Study 2: Qumbu  

Qumbu is a small town in the O.R. Tambo District Municipality. The town is 61 kilometres 

north of Mthatha and 367 kilometres away from Durban via the N2 highway. Similar to 

Mthatha (Case Study 1), Qumbu is surrounded by rural areas that are primarily populated by 

isiXhosa speakers. Its opportunities for economic growth are constrained due to its rural 

surroundings. However, because of its proximity to Mthatha's CBD, which, in general, offers 

better opportunities, most residents of Qumbu travel there to access amenities, shop 

conveniently in large malls, and look for employment opportunities. Due to Qumbu's socio-

economic situation, characterised by a lack of employment, women have turned to collecting 

and selling scrap as a survival strategy to support their families. 
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Figure 6.2.3:1 Mhlontlo Municipality  

(Source: Municipalities South Africa, 2021) 

Qumbuôs female scrap collectors were discovered close to the N2 highway during the 

researcher's reconnaissance phase. They had come from Qumbu's various rural communities to 

wait for trucks that would take them to Durbanôs BBCs. Their areas are thought to be 10 

kilometres outside Qumbu, which is not far compared to Xhora, which is 50 kilometres south 

of Mthatha, forcing its women to organise themselves in one area rather than stand along the 

N2 highway as the Qumbu and Mthatha women do. In this instance, organising implies that all 

of the scrap-collecting women have made the decision to settle down in one location to keep 

their scrap and provide mutual assistance to one another. However, the N2 highway remains 

the essential route as it provides access to Durban. 

6.2.4. An overview of Case Study 3: Xhora (Elliotdale)  

Elliotdale, also known as Xhora in isiXhosa, is a town in the Amatole District Municipality in 

the Eastern Cape. The town lies 50 km away from the Mthatha CBD.  
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Figure 6.2.4:1 Map of the Mbhashe Local Municipality  

(Source: Municipalities South Africa, 2021) 

In contrast to the women in Mthatha and Qumbu, who were located along (or close enough to) 

the N2 highway, the women in Case Study 3 (Xhora in the Mbhashe Local Municipality) stored 

their scrap in one of the scrap collector's home. This was observed during the reconnaissance 

stage of the research. However, the N2 is still their vital route to the BBCs in Durban. Xhora 

appeared to be an even more rural setting than the other two case studies. During the 

observations made while on the first visit to Xhora, the women displayed a state of 

communality as they stayed together in one house. The element of communality could be 

associated with the values of Ubuntu which rural communities share. The scrap collecting 

activity appeared to unite the women in Xhora even more. 

6.3. Qualitative and Quantitative Findings presented according to the 

SLF Categories: descriptive and thematic Analysis  

In the sections that follow, the quantitative and qualitative findings are presented and 

integrated. The literature is used to triangulate the evidence found in the current study. Table 

6.3:1 provides a summary of the qualitative themes found in the SLF categories and examined 

through the lens of thematic data analysis. 
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Table 6.3:1 The summary of qualitative themes and sub-themes that emerged from the 

qualitative data 

SLF 

components  

Thematic themes  Sub-themes  

 Theme 1: Poor 

working conditions  

 

¶ Sub-theme 1.1: The years in which the 

participants began to work as scrap 

collectors 

¶ Sub-theme 1.2: Trucks are too 

dangerous for the scrap collectors' lives 

¶ Sub-theme 1.3: Tensions between taxi 

drivers and truck drivers over the 

transportation of scrap collectors to 

Durban 

¶ Sub-theme 1.4: The presence of 

óamapharaô on the sites  

¶ Sub-theme 1.5: The absence of built 

structures to protect scrap collectors 

during adverse weather conditions at 

work sites 

¶ Sub-theme 1.6: Abandoned along 

detours on the N2 highway by the truck 

drivers 

¶ Sub-theme 1.7: A lack of safety 

equipment and adequate working tools 

¶ Sub-theme 1.8: Truck drivers have 

duped women and stolen their scrap. 

¶ Sub-theme 1.9: Lack of sorting facilities 

¶ Sub-theme 1.10: Lack of toilet facilities 

for women while traveling to Durban 

Vulnerability 

context  

Theme 2: Heath risks 

encountered by the 

scrap collectors  

 

 Theme 3: The extent to 

which scrap collecting 

activities affect the 

nurturing of children 

and the implications on 

childcare 

¶ Sub-theme 3.1: Children are involved in 

the scrap collecting activity and the 

schoolôs activities are interrupted.  

¶ Sub-theme 3.2: Deprivation of adequate 

nurturance of children 

¶ Sub-theme 3.3: The responsibility of 

looking after children is the burden of 

older siblings of some scrap collectors' 

mothers. 
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SLF 

components  

Thematic themes  Sub-themes  

¶ Sub-theme 3.4: Children of scrap 

collecting mothers are exposed to 

precarious environments. 

 Theme 4: The effect of 

the COVID-19 

lockdown on metal 

prices [kilogram (Kg) 

prices] 

 

 Theme 5: 

Stigmatisation and the 

discouraging 

perceptions of 

community members 

 

Livelihood 

assets  

Human Capital   

 Theme 6: Levels of 

education 

 

 Theme 7: The skills 

acquisition of the 

participants 

 

 Theme 8: Self- 

reported levels of 

proficiency in the 

English spoken by the 

participants  

 

 Physical Capital   

 Theme 9: The 

availability of scrap  

 

 Theme 10: Transport 

availability ï óBakkie 

for collectionô 

 

 Theme 11: Trucks as 

secondary assets for 

women scrap 

collectors  

 



176 

 

SLF 

components  

Thematic themes  Sub-themes  

 Theme 12: The 

existence of the buy-

back centres (BBCs) is 

beneficial to women.  

 

 Social Capital  

 Theme 13: Scrap 

collectors have 

maintained a good 

relationship with the 

police officers.  

 

 Theme 14: 

Participation in social 

savings clubs for 

financial support 

 

 Theme 15: Support 

that scrap collectors 

receive from the local 

churches  

 

 Theme 16: Community 

members offered 

support to the scrap 

collectors.  

 

 Theme 17: Relations 

and assistance among 

the scrap collectors  

 

 Financial Capital   

 Theme 18: The income 

earned by the scrap 

collectors from 

collecting and selling 

scrap  

Theme 19: The scrap 

collectorsô reliance on 

social grants  
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SLF 

components  

Thematic themes  Sub-themes  

Theme 20: Financial 

resources versus the 

number of dependants  

Transforming 

structures and 

processes 

Theme 21: A buy-back 

centre (BBCs) as a 

prerequisite for selling 

scrap  

 

 Theme 22: Scrap 

collectors affected by 

the traffic officials who 

are enforcing 

adherence to road 

safety laws  

 

 Theme 23: Municipal 

regulations that affect 

the scrap collectorsô 

physical presence in 

towns  

 

 Theme 24: Unfulfilled 

municipal 

commitments to give 

scrap collectors 

temporary work  

 

Livelihood 

strategies 

Theme 25: Women are 

employed as domestic 

workers on a 

temporary basis 

 

 Theme 26: 

Involvement in the 

sewing project  

 

 Theme 27: Breeding 

chickens for sale and 

income 

 

 Theme 28: Making 

money by selling petrol 
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SLF 

components  

Thematic themes  Sub-themes  

to members of the 

community  

 Theme 29: 

Operational day-care 

for income  

 

 Theme 30: 

Participating in other 

waste streams  

 

 Theme 31: Measures to 

ensure food security 

through subsistence 

farming  

Theme 32: Using scrap 

metal money to start a 

small business that 

buys and sells  

¶ Sub-theme 30.1: Participating in plastic 

waste selling for income  

¶ Sub-theme 30.2: Participating in glass 

waste  

¶ Sub-theme 30.3: Participating in E-

waste  

Livelihood 

outcomes 

Theme 33: To ensure 

adequate food security 

for their families  

 

 Theme 34: Having 

money to contribute to 

the social clubs and 

earning multiple 

incomes  

 

 Theme 35: Being able 

to send children to 

school and pay for 

their educational 

expenses 

 

Source: Data obtained from the qualitative study  

6.3.1. Demographic data obtained from the study participants: comparisons across 

cases 

The tables in this section summarise the gender, race, and age distributions of the research 

sample, as well as the marital statuses of the participants. The data in each table is discussed 

and analysed. 
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6.3.1.1. Gender distribution of the research sample 

The study included exclusively black females in the population of scrap metal collectors across 

all three case studies in the rural Eastern Cape and, consequently, they comprised 100% of the 

research sample for this study. The gender distribution can be explained, to a large extent, by 

the determination of the women involved in scrap metal activities to support their families and 

children. Schenck et al (2017) conducted a similar study along the N2 highway in the rural 

Eastern Cape and came to the same conclusion. 

6.3.1.2. Observations 

During Case Study 1 (Mthatha), the researcher noticed a male amongst the female scrap 

collectors. This observation applied only to Mthatha and not to Qumbu and Xhora (Elliotdale). 

The male acted as supporter to the women when they loaded their scrap onto the trucks. When 

informally interviewed, he reported that he was not directly involved in the scrap collection 

activity but had been asked to help women load their collected scrap onto trucks at a rate of 

R100 per day. The male was not included in the study as the studyôs criterion for inclusion was 

that it needed to be women involved in scrap collection. In addition, his experience of being a 

supporter alone would not have been a prerequisite for the study. However, this is a 

researchable regional finding which warrants attention of researchers to look at the experiences 

of those who are the ñalong-sider8ò participants in the activities of scrap collecting, as they 

would provide an additional aspect to the context of daily scrap collection activities.  

6.3.1.3. Distribution of home languages 

Across all three case studies the home language was exclusively isiXhosa. This was because 

all the participants were born in the Eastern Cape, and in the Eastern Cape isiXhosa is the 

predominant language.  

6.3.1.4. Countries of birth and home provinces of the participants 

All 126 participants were born in the Eastern Cape Province ï and thus in South Africa. Their 

homes are located in the rural areas of the Eastern Cape.  

 
8 Emphasis by the researcher which refers to those who are not directly involved in collecting the scrap but are 

able to see the depth of the activity.  



180 

 

6.3.1.5. Age distribution among the participants 

The age distribution included in this section illustrates the variances across the three cases 

studies. Figure 6.6 below contains the distribution of age among the participants across the 

investigated case studies.  

 

Figure 6.3.1.5:1 The age distribution of respondents in the three case studies 

Source: Survey data 

As Figure 6.3.1.5:1 demonstrates, the average age of scrap collectors in the research sample 

was 55 years. The average age of the sample in the study suggests that the women engaged in 

the scrap collecting activities were mostly between the ages of 50 and 55 with very few younger 

individuals. The youngest person was 33 and oldest 68. Furthermore, the fact that the majority 

of women were middle-aged and had become regular scrap collectors indicates that they had 

not been able to secure regular employment because of their age, which does not qualify them 

for employment in the formal sector. Xweso, Blaauw and Schenck (2021) refer to this as 

ñmissing middleò: the population that is not employable anymore and does not yet qualify for 

social security programmes. According to Xweso et al. (2021), day labourers are negatively 

impacted, and the conclusion is that unemployed men over 35 may not be eligible for any type 

of social security, including grants or government-sponsored programmes. In the context of the 

current study, any women in this age group were compelled by the high and rising 

unemployment rate to look for temporary work (sometimes turning into permanent 

employment) in the unorganised economy or in the shadow of the organised economy, and 

work as scrap collectors.  

6.3.1.6. Distribution of marital statuses among participants in the investigated case 

studies  

The following section presents the marital status of the participants across the three cases of 

the study. The results that emanated from the survey questionnaire are detailed below.  
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Table 6.3.1.6:1 Distribution of marital statuses among respondents in Mthatha 

Status Number  % of sample  

Never married/Single  19 47.5% 

Separated/ Divorced  6 15.0% 

Married (Traditional/Western)  5 12.5% 

Widowed  9 22.5% 

Living with a partner 1 2.5% 

TOTAL  40 100% 

Source: Data derived from the survey questionnaire 

Table 6.3.1.6:1 reveals that, in Mthatha, 19 (47.5%) women had never been married and were 

single parents staying with their children. Six (15.09%) were separated and/or divorced. Only 

five (12.5%) women were married, and one (2.5%) was living with a partner. Nine (22.5%) 

participants were widowed.  

Table 6.3.1.6:2 Distribution of marital statuses among respondents in Qumbu 

Status Number  % of sample  

Never married/Single  11 26.83% 

Separated/ Divorced  2 4.88% 

Married (Traditional/Western)  17 41.46% 

Widowed  9 21.95% 

Living with a partner  2 4.88% 

TOTAL  41 100% 

Source: Data derived from the survey questionnaire 

According to Table 6.3.1.6:2, of the 41 participants in Qumbu 11 (26.83%) had never been 

married and 17 (41.88%) were married. The age distribution in Qumbu explains why there 

were more married women there than in Mthatha: Qumbu is a far more rural area than Mthatha 

and thus dominated by older population than Mthatha - and marriage is regarded as important. 

Of the 41 participants two (4.88%) were separated or divorced, and two (4.88%) were living 

with their partners. Only nine (21.95%) were widowed as this also confirmed by the age 

distribution that the women in Qumbu are older and are living without their partners/husbands.   
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Table 6.3.1.6:3 Distribution of marital statuses among respondents in Xhora 

Status Number  % of sample  

Never married/Single  16 35.6% 

Separated/ Divorced  0 0.0 

Married (Traditional/Western)  22 48.9% 

Widowed  4 8.9% 

Living with a partner  3 6.7% 

TOTAL  45 100% 

Source: Data derived from the survey questionnaire 

Table 6.3.1.6.3 reveals that 16 (35.6%) of the 45 participants in Xhora had never been married 

and 22 (48.9%) were married. Only four (8.9%) were widowed and three (6.7%) were 

cohabiting. None of the participants were divorced or separated from their husbands. Xhora is 

similar to Qumbu in terms of its geographical location: they are both located in the deep rural 

spaces of the Eastern Cape. According to the age distribution in Xhora, the women are older 

than those in Mthatha; hence the number of married women is larger than in the two other case 

studies, and, traditionally, women in the rural spaces believe in marriage. This is confirmed by 

the following comments made by some participants in Xhora who responded to the qualitative 

questions during the quantitative phase of the study:  

ñWe were forced to get married at the early age.ò  

ñMy marriage was arranged.ò  

ñI had a husband when was young.ò 

ñI married traditionally as it was arranged.ò  

The above findings reveal the African culture of arranged marriages called óUkuthwalaô 

(Maluleke, 2012), and in its derogatory form referred to as óbride abductionô. This African 

practice has been dominant in the rural areas of the Eastern Cape, and in some areas is still 

prevalent even today. The Ukuthwala practice contains an element of deprivation of a girlôs 

dignity and is associated with the oppression of women (Karimakwenda, 2022). This historical 

and gender-related hardship of rural women has a profound impact on their lives, as living in 

an arranged marriage has deprived them of educational opportunities because they had to marry 

men in their areas or even far from their places of birth. As a result of their missed opportunities, 
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they are now forced to rely solely on the informal economy to make ends meet and support 

their families. 

6.3.1.7. Previous employment  

The present study also considered whether waste pickers had previously worked in a formal 

setting. It was vital to investigate this element before determining how and when they began 

scrap collecting activities. 

Table 6.3.1.7:1 Previous employment of the participants 

  Mthatha  

  Frequency  % of sample  

Worked before  Yes 16 40% 

Never worked before  No 24 60% 

TOTAL  40 100% 

  Qumbu  

Worked before  Yes 12 29.27% 

Never worked before  No 29 70.73% 

TOTAL  41 100% 

  Elliotdale (Xhora)  

Worked before  Yes 2 4.4% 

Never worked before  No 43 95.6% 

TOTAL  45 100% 

Source: Data derived from survey questionnaire  

Table 6.3.1.7:1 shows the employment history of the scrap collectors in the three investigated 

case studies. In Mthatha, 16 (40%) participants reported that they had worked before in formal 

employment, and 24 (60%) reported that they had never had formal employment before. 

Women in Mthatha therefore had better employment prospects than the other women in Qumbu 

and Xhora, who are located further from employment opportunities. In the Qumbu case study, 

12 (29.27%) women reported that they had worked in formal employment before, whereas 29 

(70.73%) had never done so before. In Xhora, only two (4.4%) of the 45 participants had been 

formally employed before, and the large number of 43 (95.6%) women had never been 

employed before. Blaauw et al. (2020) in their similar study of street waste pickers in Free 

State established that, 56% of landfill waste pickers had never had a formal job.  
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In particular, the present studyôs findings reveal that the participants who had never worked for 

remuneration before had been part-time workers who had worked mostly in homes in towns 

for short periods of time: ñI have worked for many years as a domestic workerò (CS1 collector). 

Another participant said, ñI was not working until my husband diedò (CS3 collector). The 

inability to find a variety of employment opportunities or stable work opportunities, as well as 

their individual circumstances, has led the women to engage in scrap collecting activities. Other 

reasons why the women involved themselves in scrap collecting activities are discussed in the 

sections which follow.  

6.3.2. Vulnerability Context  

The theoretical framework of the study states that the vulnerability context frames the external 

environment in which people exist. Critical trends, as well as shocks and seasonality, over 

which people have little or no control, have a significant impact on their livelihoods and the 

wider availability of assets (DFID, 2000). Vulnerability arises when humans are confronted 

with a potentially harmful threat or shock and have insufficient capacity to respond effectively. 

The research findings revealed the following vulnerabilities.  

Theme 1: Poor working conditions  

According to the participantsô descriptions, their working conditions across all three research 

sites were similar and caused them grave concern. The following sections discuss the 

difficulties that scrap collectors face due to poor working conditions. 

Sub-theme 1.1: The years in which the participants began to work as scrap collectors 

The discussion begins with indicating the number of years which the participants in the present 

study had spent so far as scrap collectors. This would provide an idea of how long the 

participants had been living under poor conditions as scrap collectors.  
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Figure 6.3.2:1 The number of years which the participants in Mthatha had worked as scrap 

collectors  

Source: Data derived from the survey questionnaire 

Figure 6.3.2:1 illustrates the distribution of the number of years which the participants in the 

Mthatha case study had spent working as scrap collectors. Some had been working as scrap 

collectors for more than 15 years, while new arrivals continued to enter the market from within 

Mthatha and other areas in the rural Eastern Cape. The extent of years engaged in scrap 

collecting activities demonstrates that the women had long ago realised that employment in 

South Africa was becoming difficult to secure, and they had seen that through collecting and 

selling scrap they would generate an income and be able to support their families.  

Figure 6.3.2:2 below illustrates the number of years of the Xhora participantsô involvement in 

scrap collection.  
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Figure 6.3.2:2 The number of years which the participants in Xhora had spent collecting 

scrap 

Source: Data derived from the survey questionnaire 

The Xhora case study produced very different statistics to that regarding Mthatha. In Xhora, 

the majority of participants had started collecting scrap in 2018, as they had seen it done by 

women in Mthatha: ñWe have seen women in Mthatha making money and we started joiningò 

(CS3 collector). The majority of women in Xhora had been involved in scrap collecting for 

four years, and only one participant had worked as scrap collector for five years. The women 

in Xhora also reported that they started because ñ[w]e wanted moneyò (CS3 collector) and ñI 

did this because I wanted to support my familyò (CS3 collector).  

The following Figure 6.3.2:3 is an illustration of the number of years of the Qumbu 

participantsô involvement in scrap collection.  
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Figure 6.3.2:3 The number of years which the participants in Qumbu had spent as scrap 

collectors  

Source: Data derived from the survey questionnaire 

Figure 6.3.2:3 illustrates the number of years which participants in Qumbu had spent working 

as scrap collectors, and the maximum number of years for Qumbu womenôs engagement in 

scrap collection was 16 years. The participants in Qumbu also shared similar sentiments with 

those of the Xhora participants regarding the reasons why they had engaged in scrap collection: 

ñCollecting scrap gives us moneyò (CS2 collector).  

The above findings suggest that, overall, scrap had become a source of income for the women 

for the past 20 years. The obvious narrative is that unemployability has long been a struggle in 

South Africa. It is worth noting that the women had not been enjoying collecting scrap, rather, 

they had relied on it to generate an income to fulfil their economic outcomes, such as taking 

children to schools and buying food for them. The hardships associated with both the long-

term collectors and those who had only recently joined that market are reported in the sections 

which follow.  

Sub-theme 1.1: The truck is too dangerous for the scrap collectors' lives 

The findings regarding the trucks being dangerous were consistent across all case studies. The 

following quotations provide evidence in this regard:  

CS1 collector:  When we take a truck to Durban, when it rains it is difficult for us 

because we are stuck in the back of the rain and we get sick with flue.  

CS2 collector:  One day I got in the truck, I was alone, other women where not there, I 

wanted to go to Durban and they said they are also going that direction, 
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I was shocked when I saw the truck taking a different direction, I asked 

the drivers where it was going now because it was not the road to 

Durban and they did not respond to my question, that day I said to myself 

now they will do a bad thing to me, lucky along the road there were road 

constructers, I screamed so that they can hear me, they came near the 

truck and helped me.  

CS3 collector:  We do not feel safe when we are on the truck: it is risky, the rain is 

affecting us when we are on the truck. 

The study by Schenck et al. (2017) discovered the same dilemma in that the trucks are, 

primarily, an asset for scrap collectors, but they also present risks as the women admitted to 

not feeling safe. In the context of the Mthatha and Qumbu case studies, these trucks are not 

prearranged. 

Sub-theme 1.2: Tensions between taxi drivers and truck drivers over the transportation of 

scrap collectors to Durban 

The finding with respect to tensions between taxi drivers and truck drivers over transportation 

of scrap collectors to Durban was evident in the case studies of Mthatha and Elliotdale, but not 

in that of Qumbu. Participants at the two sites reported that, while waiting for trucks to load 

scrap and transport it to the buy-back centers in Durban, taxi drivers would come by and 

interrupt, demanding that the scrap collectors use their transportation rather than the trucks. 

The findings are supported by the following quotations from the participants.  

CS1 collector:  When we load up taxi drivers would come and demand that we use their 

transport. I do not understand how because how will the scrap fit in their 

cars.  

SC1 collector:  Local taxi drivers would come on site and fight with the truck drivers 

over who is supposed to take us to Durban.  

SC3 collector:  My child, one taxi man come here and told us that he has a Bakkie why 

are we not taking him and decide to take trucks of people we do not even 

know. 

The findings presented above are a regional phenomenon because they are not found in any 

study focusing on waste pickers' working conditions. The tension between taxi drivers and 
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truck drivers causes a delay of several weeks for the scrap collectors in the study because they 

have to wait for a few days for the tension to subside.  

Sub-theme 1.3: The presence of óamaphara9ô on the sites 

The case study Qumbu participants revealed that the presence of 'amapharaô or directly 

translated as óparasitesô in the locations along the N2 highway where they wait for trucks 

complicates matters. The amaphara take the money they had saved to pay the truck drivers. 

The quotations below provide evidence in this regard.  

CS2 collector: Amaphara steal our money while we are waiting here for the transport 

to take us to Durban. 

CS2 collector: We are in trouble because of people who wants to take the money we 

have kept for the transport to Durban. 

CS2 collector:  Yhoo! Amaphara are all over this place they even steal even the scrap 

we collect, we sometimes do not go to Durban because they have taken 

our scrap. 

The presence of amaphara was found only in case study Qumbu and not in case studies Mthatha 

and Xhora. The observations made at both the Mthatha and Xhora case studies confirmed that 

the amaphara had fewer chances of robbing the women who had organised money for the truck 

drivers. These observations are summarised below.  

Observation in the Mthatha case study: During the data collection in the Mthatha case study, 

there was one male among the women who was assisting them with loading scrap onto the 

truck. The researcher would suggest that this man also served as security for the women 

because the amaphara could not have access to them; however, this aspect was not reported by 

the women interviewed.  

Observation in the Xhora case study: The women who collected scrap were housed in one 

house because they used it to store the scrap they had collected. An owner who was also a scrap 

collector gladly allowed the women to use her house as a storage facility for their scrap. Rather 

than stopping along the N2 highway, the trucks that came to pick up the scrap came to this 

 
9 The term 'amaphara', possibly derived from 'parasites', burst into South African public culture in the 2010s to 

refer to petty thieves addicted to a heroin-based drug locally called whoonga/nyaope (Wikipedia, 2022).  
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residence. Consequently, the women were not accessible to the amaphara as in Mthatha, and 

security was more stringent. 

Sub-theme 1.4: The absence of built structures to protect scrap collectors during adverse 

weather conditions at work sites 

The participants in the Mthatha and Qumbu case studies reported that, when they took the scrap 

to the N2 highway in preparation for taking it to Durban there were no built structures next to 

the road in which they could take shelter during adverse weather conditions.  

 

Figure 6.3.2:4 The women in case study Mthatha are next to the N2 highway and there is no 

shelter 

The following sentiments bear evidence in this regard:  

CS2 collector:  We suffer a lot, my child. When we are in Durban, we do not have a 

place to sleep when we get in Durban; we sleep next to the road. 

CS2 collector:  We don't have a place to sleep when we get there. It's hard, there are no 

people to help us give us a place to sleep. 

CS1 collector:  Even if we arrive at the retail in Durban, for example, we arrive in the 

dark, we will not be allowed to sleep inside the retail, we will sleep 

outside. 

Participants in the case studies Mthatha and Qumbu stated that the lack of shelter to use while 

waiting for trucks exposes them to verbal attacks from people passing by on the road. For these 

women, having to endure insults from the public diminishes their dignity, and they have shared 

the following in this regard. 
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CS1 collector:  We see people all day who are insulting us here along the road. We do 

not stay peacefully here.  

CS2 collector:  People here think we are mad; they always call us with bad names. They 

do not know we want money and not that we are crazy.  

CS1 collector:  You know what people do? They do bad things to us like calling us things 

we do not like. It would have been better if we had a shelter where we 

can wait for the trucks and hide ourselves from the people we know, but 

we do not have a choice we must be here.  

In contrast to the findings of case studies Mthatha and Qumbu, participants in case study Xhora 

had not experienced verbal attacks by community members because they are organised in one 

location in the village and do not wait along the N2. The following comments bear evidence to 

these findings.  

CS3 collector:  We work very well with the people in our place. Some people they even 

help us with collecting the scrap and help bring the scrap even to our 

homes.  

CS3 collector:  Xhora people understand the struggles of not having money. They do 

not look down on us; they always helpful. Where they can offer support, 

they always offer support. We have been thinking that they would laugh 

at us and see us as people who mad, but they never gave us that attitude 

instead they are helping us to get more scrap. 

Observations: The researcher also travelled to Durban to conduct observations, and even 

there, where the women sell scrap, there were no safe structures in place to protect them. 

Instead, they lived in a shelter constructed next to a BBC, as can be seen in Figure 6.3.2:5 

below. 
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Figure 6.3.2:5 The shelter outside a BBC in Durban where women stay and sleep overnight  

(Source: Researcher) 

Sub-theme 1.5: Abandoned along detours on the N2 highway by the truck drivers  

The study participantsô working conditions are harrowing, with truck drivers abandoning them 

in the forest detours along the N2 down towards Durban. According to the interviewees, they 

watched for trucks passing by on their way to Durban and did not always know the truck drivers 

- or even their exact residential address/ place of work - making it impossible for them to have 

sufficient knowledge of the drivers. This compromised their safety, and thus unfamiliar drivers 

sometimes abandoned them along the way. In some cases, they knew the truck drivers as they 

had worked caught lifts with them before, but since often it was impossible to pre-arrange 

meetings, it was not guaranteed that they would be picked up by familiar drivers again. The 

participants in the Mthatha and Xhora case studies commented as follows:  

CS1 collector:  We gave one of the truck drivers R650 for each individual's load of 

scrap... we drove with him to Durban and it was the night he left us in 

the dark forest and unloaded us off the truck saying he would not go with 

us and he did not give us back our money. 

CS1 collector:  Truck drivers are bad sometimes\: one of them left us in the middle of 

the night and we were all alone, he took our money and sold our scrap.

  

Some study participants surmised that bad behaviour by truck drivers occurred because they 

were aware that the women were powerless to report incidents to the police, especially as they 

did not know the truck drivers. This was a risky working relationship because the women did 
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not have the truck driversô personal information or the name of their company. The following 

quotations support the findings.  

CS3 collector: The only thing I think is the reason they dump us at night in the middle 

of nowhere is because they know we have nowhere to report them 

because we do not even know their names. 

CS3 collector: It is sad because we are afraid of the truck drivers, we do not even know 

them, but we want to take our scrap to Durban.. so, we do not have a 

choice. 

CS 1 collector:  These children who are driving the trucks, they are doing it on purpose 

to leave us in the strange places and take our money because they know 

we do not even know where they work, and we do not even know their 

names. 

In contrast, a participant in case study Qumbu reported having had bad experiences with truck 

drivers, but they were helped by the police and construction workers who were on the site and 

who accompanied them to their homes.  

CS2 collector:  The truck driver picked us up on the side way, promising to take us to 

Durban. On our way there, the driver suddenly wanted half of our scrap, 

but we did not agree to thatéhe then yelled at us and left us in a dark 

side-way forest where we luckily got help from construction builders 

who took us to a nearby police station. 

The women scrap collectors would not have thought of taking the truck driversô details as they 

sometimes take the trucks at night and would also not have had smart phones to take photos of 

the trucksô registration numbers and any other identifying information.  

Sub-theme 1.6: A lack of safety equipment and adequate working tools  

Schenck et al. (2017) found that, in their research sample, scrap collectors frequently lacked 

adequate safety equipment, thereby exposing them to a range of potential hazards. The present 

researcher found that the participants in this study also often worked with substandard 

equipment or lacked basic protective equipment, such as gloves, clothing and boots. All case 

studies reported on the lack of safety equipment and adequate working tools.  
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CS3 collector: It is hard to work without protective equipment, such as gloves., I get 

cuts every day because of not having gloves.  We would appreciate help 

from the people that offer help. 

CS2 collector: I do not have gloves that protect me from getting cuts.  

CS1 collector: We need clothes that will protect us from getting skin damages that we 

usually get from the scrap we collect. We do not have those things.  

CS3 collector: You know things like boots are important to have and they would even 

protect us from the snakes because of their strong quality. When we 

collect the scrap, we look for it even in untidy places. 

The study participantsô sentiments are also similar to the findings of Mudavanhuôs (2020) study 

on waste pickers working on landfill sites in South Africa's Western Cape Province. 

Mudavanhu (2020) discovered that they lacked protective clothing which they would have 

needed to wear when entering the landfill sites. Potentially, this could prevent them from 

entering such sites as the municipal departments responsible for landfill site management could 

forbid all who lacked protective clothing to enter a landfill site. The implication for waste 

pickers was that, in such instances, they would lose an income for the day. In the present study, 

the scrap collectors were not operating under municipal authorities; so, they had free movement 

in terms of collecting scrap. However, their lack of adequate working tools and protective 

clothing prevented them from collecting bulky of scrap because they had experienced cuts and 

would be discouraged from collecting enough scrap to earn a reasonable amount of money for 

a day. 

Sub-theme 1.7: Truck drivers had stolen their scrap 

The women who took part in the study shared similar experiences across all case studies: their 

scrap was sometimes stolen by the truck drivers Because the context of their transportation 

arrangement differed, the women reported their experiences differently. Unlike the Mthatha 

and Qumbu scrap collectors, the women in the Xhora case study did not stand along the N2 

highway and wait for trucks. The Xhora scrap collectors had made transportation arrangements 

with the truck drivers to transport their collected loads of scrap from Xhora to Durban, and they 

used their own vehicles to follow the trucks. The following quotation provides evidence in this 

regard.  
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CS3 collector:  We have decided to group ourselves in one place using one home of one 

of the women we work with so that we can collect everything, sort it in 

one place and call a truck to take usé we do not have money to pay for 

two trucks that will take us to Mthatha and then from Mthatha to 

Durban, we have arranged that they take us here.  

The Xhora scrap collecting women using their own transport to follow the trucks was reported 

as one of the reasons why the truck drivers stole their scrap and sold it for themselves. The 

following quotations demonstrate this point. 

CS3 collector:  We have problems with the truck drivers here: they sell our scrap 

without us knowing and when we arrive in Durban, we will never find 

them. 

CS3 collector:  These truck drivers give us wrong cell phone numbers and we struggle 

to get hold of them when we arrive in Durban, only to find out they have 

sold all the scrap we have collected. 

CS3 collector: Truck drivers stole our scrap as we travel with a taxi and they travel 

with our scrap to Durban, and when we arrive there, they do not appear.  

On further exploration, it appeared that the truck drivers had deceived the scrap collectors by 

saying that they had interacted with traffic officers who had informed them that transporting 

large loads of scrap together with the women in one big vehicle was against traffic rules and 

laws.  

CS3 collector:  They told us we need to be in a separate transport because they have 

had talks with the traffic officers who have said that if they take people 

on the trucks, they will be taken to jail. 

The women also claimed that the truck drivers not only took the scrap, but also the money that 

the women had paid them, and then dumped the scrap collectors along the road. This was 

reported in all three case studies. The following sentiments emerged from the various case 

studies. 

CS3 collector: We are losing a lot of money. A truck from here in Xhora to Durban is 

R1 200 and the truck drivers take that money and sell our scrap in our 

absence.  
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CS1 collector:  Truck people benefit a lot as they get the money for selling what they 

took from us and the money we gave them for the transportation. We 

really need government to help us with our own transport.  

CS2 collector: Drivers take our money and they do not offer transport. Sometimes we 

are dropped off next to the road and left alone. 

The findings above appear to indicate that women involved in scrap collecting are subjected to 

disrespect and abuse by truck drivers whom they have trusted as an important partner in their 

scrap collecting and selling activities. In perspective, the truck drivers are perceived by the 

women to be an essential that allows them to transport the scrap to Durban, and if the 

relationship is strained, the women's ability to sell scrap as a source of income is jeopardised 

due to the truck drivers' dishonesty toward the women scrap collectors. As a result, women's 

lives are jeopardised, and their relationship with truck drivers is detrimental to their livelihood. 

Sub-theme 1.8: Lack of sorting facilities  

The investigated scrap collectors in all three case studies reported that they had no facilities for 

sorting their collected scrap. For example, in case study Qumbu, the women used their homes 

to store and sort the collected scrap, as shown in Figure 6.3.2:6 below. 

 

Figure 6.3.2:6 A group of women gathered in their sorting home/site in Xhora 

(Source: Researcher) 

The women in the Xhora case study expressed the following sentiments about the lack of 

sorting facilities in their workplaces. 
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CS3 collector: We use Mamkabaneôs house for keeping our scrap; we do not have 

sorting facilities. 

CS3 collector: We need sorting facilities with working tools that would be help us a 

lotéwe really need a working site bhuti.  

CS3 collector:  There are not places that we can use to keep safe our scrapé We use 

Mamkabaneôs house.  

Similarly, the women in the Mthatha and Qumbu case studies reported that a lack of sorting 

facilities was a problem, as they sometimes sorted the scrap in their backyard. Furthermore, 

the women reported that having sorting facilities would keep their scrap safe, as they were 

vulnerable to theft because their scrap was stored outside their homes rather than in a secure 

sorting facility.  

CS1 collector:  We do not have storing places.  

CS2 collector: I would appreciate if we could get storing facilitieséwe need one to sort 

things. 

CS2 collector: Sorting facilities are neededéwe can also store everything in the sorting 

facilities if we can get them.   

The comments above are similar to those of Mamphitha (2011) and Sentime (2011), who 

conducted studies in Pretoria and Johannesburg (South Africa) on the lives and work challenges 

of waste pickers and discovered that waste pickers did not have a dedicated place to leave their 

trolleys or sort and store their collected goods. According to Sobuce (2012) and Trask (2013), 

it is critical for waste pickers to have a safe site where they can store their collected material, 

be protected from the sun while sorting their waste, and have access to all basic amenities 

within these sorting facilities. Furthermore, Schenck et al. (2016) and DEFF and  DSI (2020)  

conclude that, having sorting and storing facilities, basic amenities and shelter for waste 

pickers, reduces health risks, increases waste pickers' dignity, and promotes their recognition. 

Sub-theme 1.9: Lack of toilet facilities for women while traveling to Durban 

The women who participated in the quantitative phase of the study were asked whether they 

had access to a toilet while traveling to Durban. The following tables show their responses. 
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Table 6.3.2:1 Access to toilet facilities (Mthatha case study) 

Access to toilet  Frequency  % of sample  

Yes  13  32.5% 

No  27 67.5% 

TOTAL  40 100% 

Source: Data derived from the survey questionnaire  

Of the 40 participants in the case study Mthatha, 13 (32.5%) responded that they had access to 

toilets while they travelled to Durban, and 27 (67.5%) responded that they did not have access 

to toilet facilities. The interviewed women reported that ñwe go to the garage if we do not have 

toiletsò (SC1 collector) which confirms the 32.5% of women who said óYESô to receiving 

water. 

Table 6.3.2:2 Access to toilet facilities (Qumbu case study) 

Access to toilet  Frequency  % of sample  

Yes  2 4.88% 

No  39 95.12% 

TOTAL  41 100% 

Source: Data derived from the survey questionnaire  

The lack of access to toilets was also reported in the Qumbu case study. Of the 41 respondents 

only two (4.88%) reported to have access to water while traveling to Durban, while the majority 

of the respondents (39 or 95.12%) reported that they had no access to water. When the scrap 

collectors were asked where they went if they did not have access to a toilet, they responded 

with ñwe ask the truck drivers to stop at the garageò (CS2 collector).  

Table 6.3.2:3 Access to toilet facilities (Xhora case study) 

Access to toilet  Frequency  % of sample  

Yes  7 15.5% 

No  38 84.5% 

TOTAL  45 100% 

Source: Data derived from the survey questionnaire  

Of the 45 respondents in Xhora, seven (15.5%) said that they did have access toilets. Similar 

to the Mthatha case study, Qumbu participants reported that ñwe go to the garage when we 
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need toiletò (SC3 collector). The 38 (84.5%) respondents who reported to have no access to 

toilets said that ñwe use buckets at the back of the truck, we have no toiletsò.  

Thus, the above findings suggest that the scrap collectors in all three investigated case studies 

had only minimal access to toilets while traveling to Durban.  

Theme 2: The health risks encountered by scrap collectors 

The precariousness encountered by the waste pickers in general varies according to their 

different situations (Dada et al., 2021). The ódifferent situationsô refer to their places of work 

being different and thus their challenges differ as well. However, what is common is that waste-

picking related health challenges are experiences by all waste pickers. 

This study has also added to the pool of literature on health conditions and experiences of scrap 

collectors. The participants interviewed in the study stated that they were experiencing health 

related challenges, as they had to engage in their work on daily basis moving from one place 

to another collecting scrap metals in order to have enough to sell. They shared the following 

sentiments.  

CS1 collector:  I have arthritis now because of the constant walking on the road 

collecting metals.  

CS3 collector:  I am suffering from arthritis because of walking all over around.  

CS1 collector:  My back hurts every day as I wander around looking for scrap metals. 

CS2 collector: Since I started doing this work my feet hurt and I have been going to the 

clinic, but I can't stop because there is no other way. 

The study which Dada et al. (2021) conducted in Nigeria with regard to waste pickersô 

perceptions of occupational hazards and well-being concurs with the findings of this study: 

waste pickers in Nigeria, too, were exposed to hazardous and unhealthy situations in the context 

of their work. Dada et al. (2021) notes that 86% of the participants in their study had 

experienced ailments and injuries, such as body pains, bruises, back pain, muscle tears and 

bone fractures. The authors also note that the settings in which the waste pickers suffer injuries 

differ as they work in different spaces. Despite these differences, the fact remains that they 

encountered health-related challenges in their respective settings.  
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Figure 6.13 below depicts a woman in the Qumbu case study waiting along the N2 highway 

with her arthritis tablets in her hands, demonstrating the severity of their health-related realities, 

the result of their involvement in scrap collecting activities. 

 

Figure 6.3.2:7 The women showing the researcher tablets (Source: the researcher) 

Theme 3: The extent to which scrap collecting activities affect the nurturing of children 

and the implications for childcare  

The women in the study had participated in scrap collecting activities together with their 

children, which might be detrimental to the latter. These difficulties are discussed in the 

sections that follow. 

Sub-theme 3.1: Children are involved in scrap collecting and their school activities are 

interrupted  

The researcher observed women involved in scrap collecting activities with their children along 

the N2 highway in the case study Qumbu, one example being that depicted in Figure 6.3.3:8 

below. 
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Figure 6.3.2:8 A woman from Qumbu along the N2 highway with her child waiting for a truck  

(Source: Researcher)  

The woman in Figure 6.3.3:8 and her son, aged 1410, were awaiting along the N2 highway with 

her load of scrap packed for transportation to Durban. During an interview with the woman, 

she stated that she had no support when it came to collecting scrap, and so she relied on her 

son for assistance with carrying the loads of scrap when the trucks arrived, as well as with 

collecting scrap. The woman herself acknowledged that the presence of her child was not sitting 

very well with her as she believed that he was missing much schoolwork. The sentiments 

shared are captured as follows:  

CS2 collectors (shown in Figure 6.14):  My child is very helpful; he assists me with 

collecting the scrap. Especially when it is time to 

go to Durban, I need his support so that he and I 

can get enough loads of scrap. Sometimes he 

misses school because we need to get enough 

scrap. 

Similarly, in case studies Mthatha and Xhora, women admitted that children engaged in scrap 

collecting activities, had their school activities disrupted. However, there were no children 

among the women in Mthatha who were waiting along the N2 with their scrap, and no children 

in the vicinity of the women in Xhora. The following quotations, which are similar to the one 

in case study Qumbu, were shared by the women. 

 
10 The mother of the child revealed her childôs age during an interview  
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CS1 collector: The boys at home assist me with collecting scrap. I saw other 

women being assisted by their husbands who helped them to get 

enough scrapé for me I am not married, when the time comes 

for us to go to Durban, I ask my boys to help me and they would 

miss school for that week. 

SC3 collector:  I get help from my children on the scrap collecting. Although    

they are supposed to be at school, they play a huge role because 

they help me so much. Them missing school worries me but I do 

not have a choice because they help me collect a huge amount of 

scrap a day which will help me get better money by selling the 

scrap to put food on the table and clothe them.  

SC3 collector:  My children are assisting me with the collection of the materials, 

sometimes when I have to be in Durban, they have to work with 

me and not go to school because I want enough scrap to sell, this 

will also help them. 

In summary then, in the case studies Qumbu, Mthatha and Xhora, the children's educational 

activities were being disrupted. The findings of a related study by Daudi and Mugweni (2018) 

in Rusape, Zimbabwe, showed that mothers' street hawking activities had a detrimental impact 

on their children's socio-emotional and linguistic development. Among the difficulties 

mentioned were the children's school experiences: they had issues in school, in part because 

they were not attending school consistently. The current study and the study by Daudi and 

Mugweni (2018) suggest that interrupting children's schooling for the purpose of assisting their 

mothers is a violation of a child's right to education as education is believed to facilitate 

socialisation and child growth. 

Sub-theme 3.2: Deprivation of adequate nurturance for children  

The findings of all three case studies revealed that scrap collecting mothers who were being 

accompanied by their children while collecting scrap were aware that they were not able to 

fully provide adequate attention in terms of breast feeding, changing diapers or simply having 

quality mother-baby interaction. Participants emphasised the fact that it was difficult for them 

to provide adequate attention to their children during scrap collecting hours (06h00 ï 16:00). 

At all three sites it was said that during these hours looking after children and being busy with 

household chores was impossible. In contrast to the obvious food insecurity that would result 
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from the women choosing to stop their scrap collecting activities in favour of giving their 

children time and care, the mothers rationalised these care shortfalls to their children as being 

insignificant in comparison. 

 

Figure 6.3.2:9 Women in Qumbu, shown with children along the N2 highway in the 

Eastern Cape  

(Source: Researcher) 

The woman in Figure 6.3.2:9 above is pictured with her children in Qumbu. The one next to 

her is 4 years old, and the one further away is 6 years old11. They are both young and are 

supposed to be well-cared for. However, adequate attention and care for these children is 

impossible because the woman chose to have the children on the site as there was no one with 

whom to leave them at home. In this regard, the following sentiments were expressed: 

CS2 collector:  Itôs sad. Even though I spend the whole day with my child here on the 

road, I hardly have time for him, even when I eventually get home, as I 

will be extremely tired to give him enough time like what other mothers 

do with their children. 

CS3 collector: We stay for more than three days in Durban and no one looks after my 

children.  

CS 3 collector:  See, my child, I collect the scrap every day and I have not time to look 

after my grandchildren.  

CS1 collector: We do not come back in Durban we always worried about our children 

wondering who is giving them food and taking care of them. 

 
11 The ages of the children were revealed by their mother who is also pictured in Figure 6.15 above. 
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The above quotes imply a bleak upbringing for the children of scrap collecting mothers and 

highlight the care and protection deficits experienced by these children.  

Sub-theme 3.3: The responsibility of looking after children is the burden of older siblings of 

some scrap collecting mothers 

Some participants in all three case studies reported that they had no one to leave their children 

with when they went to Durban to sell their collected loads of scrap and reported that the older 

children were shouldering the responsibility of looking after their younger siblings. The older 

children, according to the participants, were siblings who had completed post-primary 

schooling and lived at home without employment. The following are the participants' feelings 

about the responsibility assumed by their older children to look after their younger children 

while they were away. 

CS1 collector:  My older children take care of my young children when I am gone to 

look out for scrap.  

CS 3 collector: At home there is no older people to look after my children, I leave them 

with my eldest daughter to take care of themé. she is only 24 years old. 

CS2 collector:  I ask my old children to look after the young ones until I come back. 

The findings above indicate that childcare is once again being neglected as older children are 

asked by their mothers to help look after their younger siblings.  

Sub-theme 3.4: Children of scrap collecting mothers are exposed to unsafe environments 

In all three case studies, Mthatha, Qumbu and Xhora, the investigated scrap collectors reported 

that the presence of their children in the scrap collection activity exposes them to a hazardous 

environment. The children's physical abilities suffer as a result of their vulnerability. The 

following comments provide evidence in this regard.   

CS1 collector:  Our children are seriously injured when we collect the scrap with them. 

CS2 collector: My baby had a big cut because of the scrap we collect, and I had to stop 

collecting for two weeks and I took him to the clinic for help. 

CS3 collector: My son said he would never help me to collect the scrap metals again 

because they are tiring, and he gets the cuts from them.  
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The above remarks indicate that women scrap collectors have no choice but to collect scrap 

with their children. However, they are worried that their children are exposed to a dangerous 

environment and thus are rendered vulnerable.  

Theme 4: The effect of the COVID-19 lockdown on metal prices [kilogram (Kg) prices] 

The impact of COVID-19 was experienced across the world, particularly with regard to its 

negative influence on the economies of many countries. Several causes, including worries that 

the Corona virus might spread via the collected solid waste, led to the majority of waste 

recycling activities being discontinued during the COVID-19 pandemic (Warmadewanthi et 

al., 2021). This meant that waste collectors could not earn any money to support their families, 

and South African waste pickers allegedly suffered the same fate, according to Muringa (2021). 

Warmadewanthi et al. (2021) report that, in Surabaya (Indonesia), the vast amounts of garbage 

collected by small- and big-scale businesses did not guarantee a higher monetary value during 

the COVID-19 pandemic. As unit prices for different forms of waste and agreements between 

collectors and businesses differed, the income was based on the type of waste that was 

collected. The single-use plastic bag, which costs roughly US$ 0.042 per kg, was the cheapest 

unit prior to the pandemic. Prior to the pandemic, the price of solid waste made of aluminium 

could reach US$1.08 per kg, but it decreased by 30% to 70% during the pandemic. 

In the cases of the current study, the investigated scrap collectors reported that, during COVID-

19, scrap selling activities were severely affected by a decrease in the prices/kg of metals in 

the buy-back centres in Durban. The women experienced a profound uncertainty with regard 

to their livelihoods as is clear from the quotations that follow.  

CS1 collector: This COVID affected us a lot when we go to Durban. We were always 

told that the kg prices are low, and we get less money. 

CS2 collector:  It is sad for us to go to Durban with loads of materials that we have 

collected and only to find out the kg has dropped, and we will get less 

money than what we expected. 

CS3 collectors: No money we were making at all now that there was this COVID. Prices 

have always been down. 

CS3 collector:  The most thing that affected our hustling is COVID-19. We have 

experienced rise in prices during COVID-19 of everything, but we did 
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not see change in the prices of the scrap material we sell; instead we 

have seen prices going down. 

Thus, the COVID-19 impact was felt even by those working in the informal sector of the 

economy. The buying power of the BBCs was very low during the epidemic as they had to 

decrease prices for their own advantage, and this was disadvantaging the women involved in 

scrap collecting. This proves the point made in the sustainable livelihood framework (DFID, 

2000) that shocks adversely expose vulnerable populations to uncertainty and thus affect their 

livelihoods.  

Theme 5: Stigmatisation and the discouraging perceptions of community members  

Experiences of stigmatisation and discouraging perceptions by community members were 

reported by the investigated scrap collectors only in case study Mthatha. The scrap collectors 

in case study Mthatha believed that their involvement in scrap collecting had resulted in their 

being stigmatised by some community members who had little understanding of their work as 

scrap collectors. Community members had dismissed the scrap collectors, claiming that their 

work was for poor people and was undignified. Similar findings on community members' 

negative attitudes toward waste pickers were observed in a study conducted by Schenck and 

Blaauw (2010) on the work and lives of street waste pickers in Pretoria, South Africa. The 

research sample in their study reported that they were ignored and looked down on by 

community members because the work they did was perceived as dirty. The current study 

confirms these findings through the following sentiments expressed by the investigated scrap 

collectors in case study Mthatha. 

CS1 collector:  Some people around here do not respect us at all. They laugh at us and 

say that we are poor. 

CS1 collector:   People consider our work as dirty work for poor people.  

CS1 collector:  I do not think people understand why we are doing the work we doéall 

they do is to give us names and looking down on us. 

Nonetheless, despite being stigmatised and looked down on by the community, scrap collectors 

have found a way to survive. The following quotation demonstrates their strength and 

determination despite negative perceptions from the public. 
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CS1 collector:  When I was thinking of quitting the job because people were laughing 

at me, I realised that I would suffer and I said to myself, in order for me 

and my children to have something to eat I need to continue collecting 

scrap.  

In contrast, not all responses from case studies were negative in terms of how the public 

perceived scrap collectors. In the case studies Qumbu and Mthatha, participants indicated that 

they worked well with community members and that, based on their reports, most people 

understood the purpose of collecting scrap. The following quotations provide evidence in this 

regard.  

CS2 collector:  We are understood very well by the community people.  

CS3 collector: You know, people in the community are not saying any bad things about 

what we do; instead they assist us with the scrap. 

The findings indicate that the communities in which scrap collectors exist differ in terms of 

understanding waste picking activities and why those involved are involved. 

6.3.3. Livelihood Assets  

Serrat (2017) posits that livelihood assets are factors that constrain or enhance livelihood 

opportunities, and that different people have different kinds of access to livelihood assets. 

These assets are called capital assets and include human capital, physical capital, social capital, 

natural capital and financial capital. The findings in connection with these assets are presented 

in the following sections.   

Human capital 

Human capital corresponds to the abilities and knowledge acquired by the study participants to 

uplift themselves. In the context of the SLF framework, human capital refers to health, 

nutrition, education, knowledge and skills, capacity to work and capacity to adapt (Serrat, 

2017). According to Viljoen et al. (2016), the waste pickers in South Africa lack skills and 

formal education that would assist them to find better prospects of employment. The findings 

of the study clearly demonstrate a lack of skills amongst the study participants who had been 

asked to indicate whether they had received any training or skills that might have enabled them 

to find more formal work opportunities.  

Theme 6: Levels of educational attainment  
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The educational attainment of the female scrap collectors across the three investigated case 

studies is illustrated in Figure 6.16 below.  

 

Figure 6.3.3:1 Levels of education which the participants had attained 

Source: Survey data 

Figure 6.3.3:1 shows that most participants had relatively low levels of educational attainment, 

which necessarily makes the possibility of finding jobs in the formal sector remote in an 

economy with high unemployment rates. Low levels of educational attainment and a lack of 

formal work, according to Wilson (2006) and Viljoen et al. (2016), have a positive correlation.  

The scrap collectors across the three investigated case studies highlighted the following similar 

and both social and economic challenges for not completing school.  

ñMy parents died.ò 

ñFinancial problems at homeò  

ñWe had no money at home.ò  

ñI had to find work at an early age.ò  

ñWe had not money at home to continue with the school.ò  

ñMy parents were not working, and they had not money to take us to school.ò  

ñWe were experiencing poverty and we had to stop attending school and help our parents 

with making money.ò 

Theme 7: The skills acquisition of the respondents  
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The survey's questionnaire gauged the participantsô level of skills acquisition by asking 

whether they had any formal or informal skills. The three case studies under investigation each 

had a different response, as shown in the quantitative findings below. 

Table 6.3.3:1 The skills acquisition amongst the participants in Mthatha 

 

Source: data derived from the survey questionnaire  

Of the 40 respondents interviewed in the Mthatha case study, five (12.5%) reported that they 

possessed both informal and formal skills, whereas 35 (87.5%) of them admitted to not having 

either formal or informal skills.  

Table 6.3.3:2 The skills acquisition amongst the participants in Qumbu 

 

Source: Data derived from the survey questionnaire  

In the Qumbu case study, four (9.76%) of the respondents reported that they had formal or 

informal skills, and 37 (90.24%) reported that they had none. The statistics indicate that there 

were more unskilled respondents in Qumbu than in Mthatha.  

Table 6.3.3:3 The skills acquisition amongst the participants in Xhora  

 

Source: Data derived from the survey questionnaire  

In Xhora, all respondents had neither formal nor informal skills. This means that, in comparison 

with the other two case studies, Xhora has very little educational attainment. 

The following sentiment vividly expresses the disappointment of one Qumbu respondent.  

Skills acquisition Frequency  % of sample  

Yes  5 12.5% 

No  35 87.5% 

TOTAL  40 100% 

Skills acquisition   Frequency  % of sample  

Yes  4 9.76% 

No  37 90.24% 

TOTAL  41 100% 

Skills acquisition    Frequency  % of sample  

Yes  0 0.0% 

No  45 100% 

TOTAL  45 100% 
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CS3 collector: You must believe me when I say if we would get an opportunity to be 

trained, we would grab it with both hands because we have had no 

opportunity to grab training opportunities.  

In summary, the above case study findings reflect very negatively on the scale of South Africaôs 

efforts at up-skilling the unemployed population. According to the World Bank (2021), the 

development of skills contributes to structural transformation and economic growth by 

enhancing employability and labour productivity, and thus helping countries become more 

competitive. 

Theme 8: Self-reported levels of proficiency in English as spoken by the participants  

The level of comprehension of the English language demonstrates that the women who 

participated in the study had limited schooling as they were limited in understanding and 

speaking English. The following table illustrates the self-assessed ability of understanding 

English in the case studies Mthatha, Xhora and Qumbu.  

Table 6.3.3:4 Self-assessed ability to understand English among the study participants 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Data derived from the survey questionnaire  

Table 6.3.3:4 demonstrates that of the 40 participants in Mthatha only two (5.0%) maintained 

that they understood English very well, followed by Qumbu with only three (7.32%) scrap 

ASSESSMENT  UNDERSTAND ENGLISH  

Mthatha  

 Frequency  % of sample  

Not at all  12 30.0% 

Somewhat  26 65.0% 

Well  2 5.0% 

TOTAL  40 100% 

Qumbu  

Not at all  15 36.59% 

Somewhat  23 56.10% 

Well  3 7.32% 

TOTAL  41 100% 

Xhora  

Not at all  19 42.2% 

Somewhat  26 57.8% 

Well  0 0 

TOTAL  45 100% 
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collectors and, lastly, Xhora where no participants understood English well; instead, the 

majority (26 or 57.8%) felt that they understood English to a certain degree.   

The following table depicts the self-assessed ability to speak English in the case studies 

Mthatha, Xhora and Qumbu.  

Table 6.3.3:5 Self-assessed ability to speak English among the study participants 

Source: Data derived from the survey questionnaire  

Table 6.3.3:5 reveals that 12 (30.0%) of scrap collectors in Mthatha did not speak English at all, 

followed by Qumbu with 15 (36.59) of the investigated sample and, lastly, Xhora with 19 

(42.2%) participants who maintained that they did not speak English.  

The above findings concur with the findings of Viljoen et al. (2015) and Schenck et al. (2019) 

who found out that the waste pickers in their respective studies could not speak or understand 

English very well. In Viljoen et al.ôs (2015) study, the inability to speak and understand English 

was associated with age, as street waste pickers in the age bracket 35 to 54 were not conversant 

in English. This observation was noted in the present study as well: in the Xhora case study, it 

was the scrap collectors in the age bracket of 45 to 60 who could not speak and understand 

English. According to Viljoen et al. (2015), it is clear that a lack of language proficiency can 

constitute a barrier for street waste pickers in their attempts to find alternative employment.  

 

 

 ASSESSMENT  SPEAK ENGLISH  

Mthatha  

 Frequency  % of sample  

Not at all  12 30.0% 

Somewhat  26 65.0% 

Well  2 5.0% 

TOTAL  40 100% 

Qumbu  

Not at all  15 36.59% 

Somewhat  23 56.10% 

Well  3 7.32% 

TOTAL  41 100% 

Xhora  

Not at all  19 42.2% 

Somewhat  26 57.8% 

Well  0 0 

TOTAL  45 100% 
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Physical capital /asset  

Within the context of the SLF framework (DFID 1999; Lombard, 2019) the physical assets 

refer to the infrastructure, transport, shelter and energy that are available (DFID, 1999) to those 

who need them for survival. The assets that would make the work and lives of women in the 

rural Eastern Cape less challenging and dangerous would be the availability of scrap, transport 

for the collection of scrap and the trucks that load the collected scarp and take it to Durban. 

These are discussed in the sections which follow.  

Theme 9: The availability of scrap metals  

Table 6.3.3:2 below is a photo taken in the yard of a scrap collector in Slovo, a village in the 

Mthatha case study. The photo shows the collected scrap that was being stored in the yard of 

the scrap collector.  

 

Figure 6.3.3:2 Scrap stored at the scrap collectorôs house in Slovo, Mthatha 

(Source:  Researcher) 

The investigated scrap collector in case study Mthatha reported that the availability of scrap 

was making it possible to earn an income. Her comment was: 

CS1 collector: I keep my scrap here. I collect more and more and after I have collected 

enough, I go to the N2 road and wait for trucks to take me to Durban. 

So you know, if I donôt have the scrap I struggle to get the money 

because I will have nothing to sell.  
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Similarly, in the case study Xhora, the women indicated that the scrap was an important asset 

that allowed them to earn money from the BBCs. Table 6.3.3:3 below depicts a woman in 

Emnyameni, a village in Xhora, with her stored scrap in her yard. 

 

Figure 6.3.3:3 Scrap stored at the collectorôs house in Emnyameni 

(Source: Researcher) 

The following is a remark made by the collector shown in the photo above.  

CS3 collector:  I keep my scrap in this place and when there are a lot of them, I take 

them to Durban. These scraps help me because I get money from them. 

It is clear from the findings of the study that scarp was not always available as there were many 

women involved in this business for their survival. In the study conducted by Schenck et al. 

(2017) it was evident that the sustainability of a livelihood based on collecting and selling scrap 

metal was in question given that more women were recognising the income opportunities from 

collecting scrap, thereby increasing the competition for recyclable materials. The scarcity of 

the scarp thus seriously affects women scrap collectors.  

The photo in Table 6.3.3:4 was taken during the case study Qumbu in the yard of a scrap 

collector who showed the researcher that, although scrap metal is of pivotal importance, during 

the time of the research she had no scrap and this affected her opportunity for selling and 

earning an income.  
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Figure 6.3.3:4 Showing the limited available scrap in the collectorôs storing place in Qumbu 

(Source: Researcher) 

The scrap collector in Qumbu furnished the researcher with a description of the impact of not 

having enough scrap.   

CS2 collector: You see, my son, it is difficult if you don't have iron. You struggle a lot 

if you [donôt] have money. These irons are very important because you 

get money to buy even bread and paraffin, but if you don't have them, 

it's sad for you. 

In the context of the SLF (DFID, 1999), physical assets support livelihoods, and the lack of 

these resources contributes to poverty. The above findings confirm that the availability of scrap 

metal feeds into the attainment of the livelihood outcomes or goals of the scrap collectors.  

Theme 10: Transportation availability ï óBakkie for collectionô  

In the case studies Mthatha, Qumbu, and Xhora, the scrap collectors reported that having 

transportation for scrap collection made their work possible. It is important to note that their 

remarks pertained to two types of transport: one was to help with collection and the other with 

transport to Durban. Scrap being the initial asset, the availability of transportation was a 

secondary asset. The photo below (Figure 6.3.3:5) depicts a bakkie in Slovo, a village in 

Mthatha, hired by women scrap collectors to assist them with collections from one location to 

another in order to gather enough scrap to sell to the BBCs for income. 
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Figure 6.3.3:5 Bakkie/pickup for collection of scrap in Slovo, Mthatha 

(Source: Researcher) 

During the interview with the women in the Mthatha case study, the following comments that 

bear evidence in this regard were made. 

CS1 collector: We hire a bakkie at R150 rate for a day to transport us all over our 

village, it is difficult to walk. 

CS1 collector: We are helped by local young men with bakkies and hire them to help us 

collect scrap. 

Similarly, the women in the Xhora case study reported that they hired bakkies for collection of 

scrap; they used to carry scrap themselves, but it had affected their health and they had decided 

to hire bakkies in order to preserve their health.  

CS3 collector:  We used to collect our scrap on our own, walking all over and searching 

irons, but we realised now that we are goingé. our health is going to 

be affected because we are old and our health does not allow us to 

collect the scrap and we saw that we had to hire a bakkie to help us 

collect the scrap. 

It is intriguing to be told by the women in Qumbu that they were competing with other scrap 

collecting women, as hiring bakkies meant a faster mode of scrap collecting than doing this on 

foot. They also stated that scrap was becoming scarce because people who worked or had other 

sources of income were joining in the scrap collecting and selling activities to make extra 

money ï which deprived the original scrap collectors of their most important asset. 
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CS2 collector:  A lot of people collect scrap; so we need to have a quick way to collect 

scrap by hiring a bakkie. 

CS2 collector: We are in a big problem because now we are competing with other 

women.  When there are many people who want scrapé now the easy 

way is that we have a fast transport and not walking.  

It is important to note that not all women investigated in the study had the means to hire 

transportation for collection; the quantitative phase of the study proved this vividly. In the 

questionnaire survey tool employed in the quantitative phase of the study, qualitative questions 

were also included to help exlain quantitative resposnes and the investigated 125 scrap 

collectors were asked ñ What about your work as scrap metal collecto donôt you like?ò The 

responses given below came from across the three investigated case studies:  

CS1 collector:  I hate walking long distances collecting scrap.  

CS2 collector:  I do not like walking distances.  

CS3 collector:  Walking long distnaces between places collecting scrapé 

The findings inlcuded above confirms the report Schenck et al. (2016) compiled when they 

undertook systematic review to determine the enabling factors for the existence of waste 

pickers. Amongt the factor that enables waste pickers to function well are the availabilty of 

transportation for collections. Schenck et al. (2016) further reported that all types of waste 

pickers namely, street waste pickers and landfil waste pickers need transportaion for collection 

to make their work achievable.  

Theme 11: Trucks as secondary assests for women scrap collectors  

After having gathered and secured the scrap, which is the primary asset, the availability of 

trucks is an important secondary asset.  
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Figure 6.3.3:6 Trucks along the road preparing to take the load of scrap 

(Source: Researcher) 

In the case study Xhora, women made the following comments:  

CS3 collector:  We have hired our own truck to help us take scrap to Durban.  

CS3 collector: Yhooo, without the truck this work is not possible. You must find trucks. 

Women in the Mthatha case study echoed their counterparts in Xhora, namely, that trucks were 

an essential resource that made their work possible:  

CS1 collector: We wait for trucks along this road. They help us take the scrap to          

Durban  

CS1 collector: Trucks are helful, as we seated here we are waiting for a truck to take 

us to Durban. 

In the Qumbu case study, the women stated that trucks were crucial to making their lives easier 

and that no other mode of transportation would ever be adequate to handle their loads.  

CS2 collector: You know bhuti..trucks are big enough to carry our loads here. We 

would struggle if trucks can refuse to assist us. 

CS2 collector: The laods we have collected can only be carried by these trucks not other 

transports. We appreciate it when trucks take us here. 

The above findings are similar to those of Schenck et al. (2017) who found that the women in 

the rural Eastern Cape along the N2 highway mentioned that the trucks made metal recycling 

possible and were thus an asset. However, Schenck et al. (2017) were also told that truck 
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drivers could pose risks. If they refused to load the scrap, the primary asset would remain idle 

and rendered unmarketable at thevery  begining point of the recyling value chain.  

Theme 12: The existence and importance of buy-back centres (BBCs) is beneficial to 

women 

According to Coetzer (2010), BBCs are defined as central waste collecting points, paying cash 

to hawkers and other individuals for wastepaper and, in some cases, other types of waste, such 

as glass, scrap metal and plastic. In the South African context, Viljoen et al. (2012) emphasise 

that the BBCsô existence contributes significantly towards sustaining the livelihoods of 

impoverished communities where informal waste collectors live. In the present study, the scrap 

metal collectors considered the BBCs to be potential physical assets that contributed to the 

viability of recycling activities.  

 

Figure 6.3.3:7 The women outside a  BBC in Durban, South Africa 

(Source: Researcher) 

The findings pertaining to the recognition of and acknowledgement that BBCs were a physical 

asset was expressed across all three case studies.  

CS1 collector:  The presence of BBCs is useful for us because it enables us to sell and 

earn money. 

CS2 collector: Without these BBCs would be said to have no money because they help 

us. 

SC3 collector: I like these places where we sell our collected materials because their 

presence brings bread on the table for us and children. 
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The collection of waste would not have been a source of income if the BBCs did not exist. 

Viljoen et al. (2019) also include the benefit of BBCs as institutions within the informal 

recycling industry that contribute to creating job opportunities for those working for them. Seen 

through the lens of the SLF framework (DFID, 1999) component of transforming structures 

and processes, institutions, such as BBCs, are shaping the livelihoods of the poor, affording 

them access to various types of capital which, in this case, is ófinancial capitalô that would 

sustain the scrap collectors and their families. Interestingly, BBCs also largely rely on waste 

collected by individual waste collectors for their own operating effectiveness and viability 

(Viljoen et al., 2012), making the relationship advantageous for both informal waste collectors 

and the BBCs. 

Social capital  

Social capital is a multidimensional concept (Macinko & Starfield, 2001). It includes social 

networks, social participation and social trust. Putnam (2000) provides a similar 

characterisation of social capital: it involves connections among individuals ï social networks 

- and the norms or reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them. Social support has 

sometimes also been considered to be an element of social capital at the individual level 

(Nieminen et al., 2013). The investigated scrap collectors extensively relied on their 

community's residents, leaders, family members and churches for assistance. This is supported 

by the following findings. 

Theme 13: Scrap collectors maintained a good relationship with police officers  

According to the study's findings, the investigated scrap collectors in the three case studies 

faced disrespect and abuse by truck drivers, and they were rescued in some cases by police 

officials. During the interviews, some women in case study Mthatha reported being harassed 

by truck drivers and left alone along the road, and it was police officers who rescued them.  

SC1 collector:  We have been in trouble several times and the other day we were saved 

by the police who were on duty and they saw us hopeless next to the road 

and they helped us. 

The women added that they had kept in touch with the police officers who had helped them 

and had their contact information handy for when they needed assistance, as is borne out by 

the following comment:  
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CS1 collector:  I had a disagreement with the truck drivers, and I phoned police, 

because we were dropped-off next to the road. The police officers helped 

us. I will never forget it even today. They escorted us to Durban, and 

came back with us, and they are helpful.  

There appeared to be similar interactions between the women and police officials in the case 

studies of Qumbu and Xhora, but no reports of having the police's contact information, as in 

the case study of Mthatha, were made. The women in the two case studies claimed that they 

had an excellent working relationship with the police and had never done anything to put them 

off. The sentiments that follow provide support for these findings.  

CS2 collectors: Police man here are so nice: they are helping us sometimes when we 

travel to Durban. 

CS2 collector: We have no problems with police; they are helpful. 

CS3 collector: Police are good, and we have no problem with them. 

The above findings were also made in a related study on scrap metal collectors that Schenck et 

al. (2017) carried out in the rural Eastern Cape. They discovered that the women had support 

from the police, whom they contacted when they felt unsafe or when they slept by the roadside. 

The women in their study stated that they were dependent on the police as a reliable source of 

social capital. It can be concluded that local authorities assisted female scrap collectors when 

they requested assistance. The mistreatment and disregard that the women had experienced at 

the hands of some of the truck drivers calls for the attention of those who are tasked with 

protecting the vulnerable, such as police officers, which includes ensuring the safety of scrap 

collectors.  

Theme 14: Participation in social savings clubs for financial support 

In the current study, the women in the three case studies reported creating social savings clubs 

for financial support and for their own benefit when they needed financial assistance. These 

are commonly referred to as óStokvelsô (IOL, 2020). The primary reason for the investigated 

scrap collectors' participation in a savings club group was to support themselves and their 

families. According to van Wyk (2017), stokvels are a very common part of the daily social 

and economic activities in African communities, and they are associated with the philosophy 

of Ubuntu in African societies which resonates with the sustainable livelihood frameworkôs 

concept of social capital strengths (DFID, 1999) in which poor people have the ability to work 
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together in an endeavour to achieve their livelihood outcomes. In this study it appeared that the 

women in the case studies in Mthatha, Qumbu and Xhora had lived Ubuntu through supporting 

one another, believing that ñI am because you are, and you are because I amða person is a 

person through other persons.ò The following sentiments provide support to these findings.  

CS1 collector: We have a stokvel group that is helping us to do a lot of things for 

families, we share money and help one another. 

CS2 collector: We burry our loved ones with the money we collect and keep in the social 

clubs.  

CS3 collector: I am able to buy things I want at home because of the stokvel I joined.  

SC3 collector: We have a group with other women; we exchange money monthly to 

assist one another. 

The above comments suggest that stokvel groups were used by women scrap collectors for 

common purposes. Matuku and Kaseke (2014) concur that women use the stokvels as a form 

of self-help union in which their common needs are address - needs related to poverty, 

unemployment, income security and emotional and social support. It can be concluded that a 

social capital founded on the basis of oneness is effective in addressing the needs of the scrap 

collectors.  

Theme 15: Support that scrap collectors receive from local churches  

One of the interviewed scrap collectors in case study Mthatha stated that she had received much 

valued support from the church, which rescued her and built a shelter for her when she was 

homeless. Her words were: 

CS1 collector: I receive help from my church. I had no house, and they gave me a house. 

I now have a place to stay because I was helped by my church.  

Similarly, in the case studies of Mthatha and Qumbu, some of the interviewed participants 

mentioned that they had received support from their church.  

CS3 collector:  My church people are helping me. 

CS2 collector:  Church people are helping me and my children. 

These findings are consistent with those of Xweso, Blaauw and Schenck (2022), who 

investigated day labourers in East London (South Africa) who were self-employed in the 
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informal sector of the economy. They discovered that the local churches in East London 

typically provided food assistance to day labourers when they needed it. According to the 

findings of the current study and those reported by Xweso et al. (2022), churches appear to be 

social support systems on which scrap collectors rely for assistance when they need it. 

Theme 16: Community members offered support to the scrap collectors. 

The scrap collectors across the three case studies also reported receiving support from 

community members in the form of food and assistance with looking out for scrap in the 

community and collection activities. The following remarks bear evidence in this regard.  

CS1 collector:  We get assisted by the community. People they give us the scrap if we 

go to their houses.  

CS2 collector: Community people are helpful: they help us with the scrap. 

CS3 collector: We work well with people around here; they are assisting us even with 

the things we ask from them. They give it to us. 

CS3 collector: Some people in the community give us food and help us with scrap if 

they have found it in places where we did not go. 

Thus, community members seemed to be supportive of the women scrap collectors and 

practised ubuntu with one another. Using the lens of the sustainable livelihood framework it is 

clear that poor people sometimes rely on social resources for support and access to wider 

resources, such as sharing information (DFID, 1999; Lombard, 2019), and in the case of the 

current study, the people in the community were sharing the scrap which the scrap collectors 

gather.  

Theme 17: Relations and assistance among female scrap collectors 

The women in the three case studies Mthatha, Qumbu and Xhora revealed that they had a good 

relationship with other women collecting scrap as they were helping one another in a variety 

of ways when they needed help. The following tables are drawn from the quantitative data of 

the study to illustrate the help which scrap collectors offer each other.  
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Table 6.3.3:6 The responses of participants with regard to helping one another with food in 

Mthatha 

 

 Frequency  % of sample  

Yes 39 97.5% 

No 1 2.5% 

TOTAL  40 100% 

Source: Data derived from the survey questionnaire  

Out of 40 respondents in Mthatha, 39 (97.5%) reported that they helped one another with food, 

and only one (2.5%) reported that this was not the case. The above quantitative results were 

supported by the following qualitative findings:  

CS1 collector: If I come home having no food when I get here some women here will 

help me. We work like brothers and sisters. 

CS1 collector:  We support one another here: if I do not have food, my friends give me 

food. 

Table 6.3.3:7 The responses of participants with regard to helping one another with food in 

Qumbu 

 Frequency  % of sample  

Yes 41 100% 

No 0  

TOTAL  41 100% 

Source: Data derived from the survey questionnaire  

In the case of Qumbu, it was different in that all 41 (100%) respondents maintained that they 

assisted one another with food.  

Table 6.3.3:8 The responses of participants with regard to helping one another with food in 

Xhora 

 Frequency  % of sample  

Yes 45 100% 

No 0  

TOTAL  45 100% 

Source: Data derived from the survey questionnaire  
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The case studies Xhora and Qumbu are similar as the respondents all replied that they helped 

one another with food. 

Financial capital  

In the context of the SLF (DFID, 1999), financial capital refers to the financial resources that 

people use to achieve their livelihood objective. In the case studies under investigation, the 

scrap served as the women's primary source of income and thus as a source of capital. Financial 

assets include cash, access to credit and debt, savings accumulated and similar economic assets 

(Joseph & Mensah, 2011), as well as pensions (Serrat, 2014), which are important in the pursuit 

of a livelihood strategy (Krantz, 2001). 

Theme 18: The income earned by the scrap collectors from collecting and selling scrap  

The income that the scrap collectors across the three investigated case studies generated was a 

result of having collected scrap and selling it in Durban. Schenck et al.ôs (2017) study 

conducted in the rural Eastern Cape also established that the women regarded scrap selling 

activities as the main source of income and their livelihoods. Figure 6.23 below illustrates the 

income earned by the scrap collectors.  

 

Figure 6.3.3:8 The income earned by scrap collectors during the previous month 

Source: Data derived from the survey questionnaire  

Figure 6.3.3:8 illustrates that most participants across the investigated three case studies earned 

R 1500.00 and more, the median amount being R 2000.00, and the maximum amount R 

4000.00 in the previous month. Table 6.3.3:8 shows that most participants earned R 2000.00, 

with Xhora having the highest frequency compared to Mthatha and Qumbu. The participants 
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in the study indicated that their loads of scrap sold to the BBCs in Durban would typically be 

worth between R 1000.00 and R 2500.00, and if it exceeded this bracket, it did not ever reach 

R 5000.00. The amount of money received depended on the product sold; for instance, copper 

and aluminium were of greater monetary value than other metals. As far as transportation costs 

were concerned, one participant from Mthatha mentioned that for one trip ñwe pay R600 trip 

from Mthatha to Durban per personò (CS1 collector), and this was a single trip payment for the 

truck they had hired; they had to pay a return-amount of R 450.00 per person to the taxis which 

took them back home. The amounts together provide a figure of R 1050.00 which was close to 

half of their maximum earnings of R 2500.00 received from the BBCs, which means that they 

arrived home with little money to show for their efforts, and, according to them, it was 

insufficient: ñThis money does not even buy enough things I wantò (CS2 collector). Figure 

6.24 below illustrates the income earned by the scrap collectors in a good month.  

 
Figure 6.3.3:9 Income received in a Good Month 

Source: Data derived from the survey questionnaire 

Figure 6.3.3:8 illustrates and compares the income that the scrap collectors in the three case 

studies earned in a good month. The earnings start to drop off immediately to one person 

earning R2100 and one earning R 2200, with the median earnings being R 3000.00 with higher 

frequency in Xhora compared to the case studies Qumbu and Mthatha. The maximum value of 

the income earned in a good month is R 5000.00. As shown in Figure 6.3.3:9, the majority of 

scrap collectors fell in the R2000.000 - R3000.00 income bracket, and only one participant 

from Qumbu earned the maximum amount of R 5000.000. In a good month, Mthatha 
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participants can earn only a maximum of more or less R 3 800.00.  Figure 6.3.3:10 below 

illustrates the income earned by scrap collectors in a bad month.  

 
Figure 6.3.3:10 Income received in a bad month 

Source: Survey data 

The large variances in the income of the participants are evident from the pronounced 

differences which were found between earnings of the óprevious monthô, a óbad monthô, and a 

ógood monthô. Figure 6.3.3:9 illustrates the income earned in a bad month, the lowest amounts 

across the three investigated case studies were in the R R350.00 ï R 700.00 income bracket. 

The majority of participants in the Xhora case study earned R 1000.00 in a bad month, which 

also happened to be the case in Qumbu. In Mthatha, the highest frequency of an amount earned 

was R 800.00. The maximum amount of R 2000.00 was earned by one scrap collector in Xhora. 

Consequently, bad months force most scrap collectors to engage in scrap collection every day 

(Schenck et al., 2017).  

Theme 19: The scrap collectors' reliance on social grants as a source of income 

During interviews with the scrap collectors across all three case studies it appeared they had 

also been augmenting their income via social grants from the Government. According to 

Gutura and Tanga (2014), the provision of social grants was historically viewed as a core 

feature of the welfare system aimed at poverty reduction during South Africa's transition to a 

multi-racial democracy. It continues to serve this purpose. The following are the categories of 

social grants from which the scrap collectors draw financial assistance:  
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Figure 6.3.3:11 Categories of social grants from which the scrap collectors draw financial 

assistance 

Any or all of these categories applied to the participants and the dependants whom they 

supported. In most cases, the scrap collectors had children and thus received the child support 

grant.  

CS1 collector:  My children receive social grant. It is helping there and there. At least I 

am able to supporté  

CS2 collector:  I have two children; each gets R440 and it helps because the scrap 

money is not enough. 

CS3 collector:  I get pension from the government. I am old now.  

The study of Schenck et al. (2019) also listed social grants as one of the sources of waste 

pickersô income This was also corroborated by Samboôs (2022) research.  

Theme 20: Financial resources versus the number of dependants 

The sections above presented the financial income on which scrap collectors relied, and during 

the course of the study, they admitted that their income did not adequately support their 

families. Figure 6.3.3:12 below depicts the number of dependants that the participants had and 

needed to support. 
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Figure 6.3.3:12 Number of dependants whom the participants supported 

Source: Data derived from the survey questionnaire 

As shown in Figure 6.3.3:12, the majority of participants in the three case studies had to support 

five dependants. Two scrap collectors in Qumbu had 10 and 16 dependants to support, and one 

respondent in Xhora and one in Mthatha had 11 and 13 dependants respectively. On average, 

the participants across the three case studies supported 5 dependants. Participants indicated that 

the cases of very high numbers of dependants was the result of having taken in children from 

extended families. According to Magezi (2018), large families which include members from 

extended families are a defining characteristic of rural areas due to humanitarianism, which is 

similar to the values of communality to support the underprivileged.  

Considering the size of the families as described above, it is understandable that scrap 

collectorsô earnings did not sufficiently support their families; they needed a reliable source of 

income. ñThe money we earn is not good to have us sort everything outò (CS 3 Collector). The 

selling of scrap had, for instance, become the prime activity for the women in Xhora ï and their 

main source of income. In the above illustrations of incomes earned in bad and good months, 

Xhora had higher frequencies of better earnings than the other case studies, which indicates 

that the Xhora women had largely been investing their time in scrap collection as the main 

activity.  

6.3.4. Transforming structures and processes 

According to the SLF, the transforming structures and processes component of the framework 

includes the institutions, organisations, policies and legislation that shape livelihoods and 

operate at all levels, from the household to the international arena, and in all spheres, from the 

most private to the most public (DFID, 1999; Lombard, 2019). The structures include the public 

and private sectors and civil society, while the processes include policy, legislation, institutions 
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and culture (DFID, 1999). The structures and processes determine access to various types of 

capital and to livelihood strategies. In the present study the following findings were identified 

as the transforming structures and processes that impacted the livelihoods of the investigated 

women scrap collectors and are presented here.  

Theme 21: A buy-back centre (BBCs) as prerequisite to selling scrap  

In the research process outlined in the methodology chapter, the representatives or managers 

of BBCs (as institutions) were interviewed to establish what kind of working relationship they 

had with the scrap collectors. The BBC representatives required women to have IDs in order 

to sell their scrap to the BBCs.  

BBC1 rep:  The system we use required identity numbers to be captured in it so that 

we can be able to assist the women. Failure in providing such 

documentation we are not able to assist the scrap collectors.  

BBC2 rep:  Paperwork must be completed before we can engage on receiving the 

scrap from the women. 

BBC3 rep: Some can bring stolen items that can draw the police attention in our 

scarp yard. We are careful and we require IDs.  

The women in case studies Mthatha, Qumbu and Xhora verified that they needed to carry an 

ID book with them on their trip to Durban because not doing so would prevent them from being 

able to sell their scrap. They added that they had previously experienced difficulties in selling 

scrap because they had forgotten their ID books at home. This had had a significantly negative 

impact on their finances because they had paid the truck drivers but had lost out on their 

earnings from the scrap.  

CS1 collector: If you do not have an ID the BBCs to do take your scrap, always carry 

it with you. 

CS2 collector: We have our ID with us. We are not allowed to sell without them.  

CS3 collector: ID is required by the BBCs in Durban. If you do not have it, they wonôt 

allow you to sell.  

The BBCs, therefore, have policies in place that are to be implemented to keep order in the 

scrap selling system. The BBC representatives also confirmed that the implementation of these 

buy-and-sell policies are important to avoid receiving stolen goods from other companies and 



230 

 

finding themselves, as BBCs, in the records of the South African Police Services (SAPS). One 

BBC representative shared the following sentiment. 

BBC2 rep: A requirement for an ID is one of the crucial steps to know who the seller 

was and can be easily traceable because we have received complaints 

that goods are stolen from other companies and sold at the BBCs. As a 

result, we have had to implement tight protocols to monitor the buying 

and selling process. 

From the perspective of the SLF transforming structures and processes component, it is clear 

that, while policies are important for controlling systems, scrap collectors may be denied access 

to financial capital due to a lack of ID, preventing them from achieving their livelihood 

outcomes. 

Theme 22: Scrap collectors affected by the traffic officials who are enforcing adherence 

to the road safety laws 

The women in case studies Xhora and Mthatha reported that they experienced challenges with 

traffic officers. To begin with, the women in Xhora maintained that traffic officials were 

impacting their livelihoods by enforcing road safety laws which forced the truck drivers to stop 

taking them to Durban. They were afraid of being arrested and having to pay fines. Although 

the safety regulations in South Africa are meant to ensure the safety of passengers, and they 

are applicable to every road user and not only truck drivers.  

 

Source: Adapted from the https://myk53.co.za/rules-of-the-road-2/  

One woman from Xhora shared the following experiences.  

CS3 collector: We suffer now that the traffic officials have discovered that the trucks 

are loading the scrap and us as well. Traffic officials are saying that is 

not allowed by the law; people cannot be loaded with the scrap in one 

https://myk53.co.za/rules-of-the-road-2/
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transport. It will cause accident. This made us to pay double transport 

now, our own taxi and the truck drivers, this is costing us. 

Similarly, the women in Mthatha expressed their frustration with regard to dealing with traffic 

officers and shared the following sentiments.  

CS1 collector: Traffic officers do not allow us on the trucks because they say it is risky.  

CS1 collector: These government policies are not good for us. We are suffering now. 

CS1 collector: The traffic officers want money from the truck drivers when caught.  

Furthermore, the women in Xhora admitted that, because of their desperation to earn more 

money by taking their scrap to Durban, they had engaged in breaking the law by giving money 

to the truck driver to bribe the traffic officials.  

CS3 collector:  We have decided to collect R 100 from all women to give to the truck 

driver so that he can bribe the traffic officers. We did this because [we] 

do not want to pay a taxi and a truck anymore.  

CS3 collector: The only thing we have decided to do is to bribe the traffic officers so 

that we avoid paying two transports [and] we do not even make a gain. 

Because of that we lose.  

Schenck et al. (2017), in their research done among scrap collectors along the N2 highway in 

the rural Eastern Cape, were told by the women that the traffic officers were less supportive; 

instead they were supported by the police. These women said that the traffic officers would 

issue fines to truck drivers if they were caught allowing the women to travel in the rear of the 

trucks. Both these sets of findings, therefore, point to the fact that the women are negatively 

affected by the traffic officersô visibility which limits their access to psychical capital (the 

trucks) and financial capital (the money they wish to earn in Durban).  

Theme 23: Municipal regulations that affect the scrap collectors' physical presence in 

town 

The findings regarding municipal laws pertaining to town cleanliness were reported only in 

case study Mthatha. In Mthatha, the scrap collectorsô gathering site along the N2 highway is 

located in the central business district zone (CBD), unlike the rural spaces used by the women 

of Xhora and Qumbu. The Mthatha scrap collectors indicated that the municipal officials would 

come to their site and demand that they remove their scrap from the CBD and find a site beyond 
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the fringes of the Mthatha CBD because their activities were not consistent with the townôs 

environmental control procedures and policies stipulated by the local municipality.  

CS1 collector: I have problems with the municipal officials who are always 

complaining about our presence on site in town. 

CS1 collector: The people of the municipality just came here and said that what we do 

that no look appealing. We should leave. 

CS1 collector:  Municipal officials are not working well with us; they are saying we 

should find our own place outside of town where we can wait for the 

trucks. 

CS1 collector: I do not like being chased by municipal people. They are disturbing our 

work here. We make money that they cannot even give it to us. 

The women appeared to be negatively impacted by these municipal by-laws since they lived in 

a state of anxiety, waiting to be evicted from the location where they pack their scrap and wait 

for trucks to transport them to Durban. For the women, sorting facilities along the N2 highway 

seemed to be vitally important so that they could store their collected scrap and wait for trucks 

without being bothered by municipal officials. 

CS1 collector: They are chasing us away and they do not provide places where we can 

sit and wait for the trucks.  

According to the SLF framework (DFID, 1999; Lombard, 2019), such policies are depriving 

the poor of access to resources that would render their activities viable and sustainable. 

Arguably, services should be provided to accommodate the women if the municipality has 

legislation that prevents them from being openly visible within the boundaries of the Mthatha 

CBD. As a result, the issue of service delivery is interesting, and it may be inferred that services 

do not give preference to individuals who are making a living in the informal economy. 

Theme 24: Unfulfilled  municipal commitments to give scrap collectors temporary work 

The investigated scrap collectors in case study Mthatha complained that the municipality in 

their area was not assisting in any way, although they kept promising that they would offer 

temporary employment to the scrap collectors. Municipalities are a public institution entrusted 

with proving services to the community and devising socio-economic programmes that are 

inclusive of the marginalised groups. The analysis of the scrap collectorsô reports through the 
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lens of the SLF framework revealed that these institutions, as the decision-making bodies and 

sources of influence (DFID, 1999; Lombard, 2019), had the potential to help scrap collectors 

access other resources that would improve their livelihoods. However, they also had a negative 

impact by denying scarp collectors access to resources. The dissatisfaction in the Mthatha case 

study ï not in Xhora and QUMBU - with regard to unfulfilled commitments by municipalities 

to offer them temporary employment was shared with the researcher.  

CS1 collector: Municipal officials come and take our ID and promise us that we will be 

part of the EPWP programme, and we will never see them coming again. 

CS1 collector:  Municipality officials have failed us dismal.  

CS1 collector: The municipality we have here is not assisting us in any way. We are 

struggling as if they are not available, they keep on promising to give us 

small jobs, but they will never come back again.  

The findings above indicate that the women scrap collectors found themselves in a situation in 

which they risked being prevented from attaining their livelihood goals. However, there 

appeared to be no sign that they were giving up. Instead, they were resilient and worked hard 

to achieve their livelihood goals by utilising a range of livelihood strategies that are covered in 

the following sections. 

6.3.5. Livelihood Strategies  

According to the SLF (DFID, 1999), livelihood strategies encompass the range and 

combination of activities and choices that people make in order to achieve their livelihood 

goals. Using the lens of the SLF as employed in the current study, livelihood strategies enhance 

peopleôs ability to resist or adapt when confronted with shocks and stressors of the vulnerability 

context component (DFID,1999). The present study has exposed the hardships encountered by 

the scrap collectors, and the following strategies were evident during the interviews when 

participants were asked from which resources, they drew strength. The resilience of the scarp 

collectors rested on their ability to combine various activities to augment the income from scrap 

collecting and to keep their livelihood sustainable.  

The activities discussed in the following section are the livelihood strategies of the women in 

all three investigated case studies. 
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Theme 25: Women are employed as domestic workers on a temporary basis. 

Participation in domestic work activities was reported only in case study Mthatha where some 

participants stated that, in addition to scrap collecting, they were also involved in domestic 

work, in homes in exchange for money. Domestic work had sustained them when they did not 

have enough scrap to sell. The women had multiple contacts for domestic work and would 

render their services on specific days in specific homes, as described below.  

CS1 collector: I do ironing work when I am not collecting the scrap. I have days in the 

week for ironing work in town houses. 

CS1 collector: I work for some women in town. I do cleaning in their houses so that 

they can give me money. 

CS1 collector: My child, when I do not have enough scrap to sell in Durban, I get myself 

to do ironing at different houses so that I can have money. 

One woman explained how she balanced domestic work with the scrap collecting activities 

over a weekôs time.  

CS1 collector:  I do domestic work on specific days and in other days I collect the scrap. 

The details are summarised in the table below.  

Table 6.3.5:1 Waste pickerôs weekly schedule 

Weekdays  Activity  

Monday  Domestic work  

Tuesday  Domestic work  

Wednesday  Collecting scrap  

Thursday  Collecting scrap  

Friday  Domestic work  

Saturday  Collecting scrap 

Sunday  Church time  

Source: Research data  
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These livelihood strategies sustain the lives of the women and help them attain better-than-

expected livelihood outcomes (Lombard, 2019). WIEGO (2022) also highlights that, among 

other factors leading women to engage in domestic work, are poor family circumstances, 

disadvantaged communities, and having few employment opportunities.  

Theme 26: Involvement in a sewing project  

The women of Qumbu had established a sewing project which was registered with the Mhlontlo 

Municipality for formalisation and data base purposes in the event that future projects might 

require their skills. However, the women were not supported by the Mhlontlo Municipality to 

keep the project running; instead, the Department of Agriculture had provided the sewing 

machines as part of a development program to support the Mhlontlo Municipality's rural areas. 

CS3 collector: We are busy sewing; we want to make money. We are thankful to the 

Department of Agriculture: they assisted us. 

 

Figure 6.3.5:1 Sewing Project in emTholomnyama, Qumbu 

(Source: Researcher) 
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CS3 collector: Schools around here even ask us to do uniforms for them because we 

are cheap than other places in town and we can do the work very well. 

Further investigation revealed that it was one member of the group who had the sewing skills 

and had transferred them to the other women, and so they decided to do it together. 

CS3 collector:  We do this on our own; no one trained us. It was only Mamcethe [clan 

name] who had the skills and she helped us to learn sewing. 

It appears that the financial support needed to run the sewing project did not arrive, as expected, 

from external sources of funding. Furthermore, the COVID-19 situation may have made 

funding even more difficult, as the country's economic situation was in turmoil. 

Theme 27: Breeding chickens for sale and income  

The women in the Xhora case study had organised themselves into groups to open a small 

chicken-breeding business as a means of generating additional income. The investigation did 

not find examples of this in Mthatha and Qumbu. The women had partnered in the spirit of 

social support, which aligns with the SLF frameworkôs theory that social support keeps 

vulnerable people ahead of vulnerability. In this sense, social capital is helping these women 

support their families and dependants. Figure 6.28 below depicts an informal poultry farm 

which is not registered with the municipality and is owned by the scrap collectors in Xhora.  
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Figure 6.3.5:2 Chicken-breeding business owned by the women scrap collectors in Xhora 

(Source: Researcher) 

Probing during the interviews was done to determine the viability of breeding chickens in the 

Xhora areas, and the following sentiments were shared.  

CS3 collector:  Yes, it is growing, people buy chicken and money, we can see it. 

CS3 collector: Selling meat is a good business and it is helping us people buy meat 

every day and it is different from selling clothes. 

CS3 collector: We are making the money, not that enough. Each chicken we sell here 

is R 150.  

During the interview the women were asked ñWho is supporting your breeding initiative?ò 

This was to establish the support they received from external organisations and whether it 

would enable them to sustain their business. One scrap collector responded:  

CS3 collector: There is no place where we benefit more financially, and the 

municipality does not help us. We contribute money that we get from 

selling the scrap.  

It appears that the scrap collectors had started the chicken-breeding project ï as an additional 

source of income - with the money they had made from selling scrap. The presence of 
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additional resources at the disposal of poor and vulnerable people can allow them to access 

other assets, according to the SLF framework (DFID, 1999) component of livelihood assets. 

 

Figure 6.3.5:3 SLF components aligned to strategies employed by women 

Source: Researcher 
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Theme 28: Making money by selling petrol to members of the community 

One of the scrap collectors in Xhora sold petrol to members of the community in order to make 

money and support her family. The researcher observed 5litre bottles filled with petrol in the 

scrap collector's house, as shown in Figure 6.3.5:4 below. During the interview, the scrap 

collector stated that she saw an opportunity when cars were stranded, having run out of petrol, 

in front of her house in Emnyameni, a village in Xhora. She decided to buy petrol in Xhora, 

which is 30 kilometres away from Emnyameni, and sell it to people with vehicles who were 

desperate for petrol because they were unable to travel to Xhora due to the distance. In most 

cases this forced them to use public transportation.  

 

Figure 6.3.5:4 Scrap collectorsô small petrol shop 

(Source: Researcher) 

When asked how she organised her petrol-selling enterprise she was happy to explain this to 

the researcher. First, it appeared that she was not in a partnership with other women. 

CS3 collector: I saw that the plan is to sell petrol because people need it, and their cars 

are struggling and park next to my house, so I decided to sell petrol for 

R20 per liter. 
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The researcher then asked how she transported the petrol from Xhora to Emnyameni - whether 

she had her own transportation or made arrangements.  

CS3 collector:  I use my brother's car. He has a bakkie, so I asked him to help me to get 

the petrol in Xhora town. 

According to the Businesstech Report (2022), fuel prices in South Africa are certainly rising 

and falling. At the time of the interviews petrol prices increased by R2.57 per litre, while diesel 

prices increased by R2.30 per litre. As a result, the price per litre had risen to R26.70. These 

increases had a greater impact on people in rural areas than in towns and cities because they 

first had to have money to travel to towns far away from their homes to buy petrol, and were 

then stranded if the petrol ran out while driving in their villages.  However, the method that the 

women had devised allowed locals to buy petrol without the initial travelling expenses.  

Theme 29: Operational day-care centre  

In the Mthatha case study, one scrap collector had a day-care centre as an additional source of 

income where she minded children of people working in the Mthatha CBD. Figure 6.31 below 

is a photo taken in the scrap collector's creche.  

 

Figure 6.3.5:5 Day-care centre in Slovo, Mthatha, owned by a scrap collector  

(Source: Researcher) 
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The purpose of a day-care centre (or creche) is to provide children with quality care and comfort 

in a safe and welcoming environment. In addition, it offers an early-learning programme 

through planned play activities that allow children to grow and reach their full potential, as 

well as to emphasise positive behaviour as they grow. However, the scrap collector's creche 

was not formally registered with the Department of Social Development to be classified as an 

early-childhood programme which would have been holistic and would have attended to the 

children's health, nutrition, development, psychosocial and other needs, as laid out in the 

Department of Social Development Guidelines for Early Childhood Development (DSD, 

2006). Instead, the scrap collector reported that she had opened it solely to make extra money 

because people in her community needed a place where they could leave their children.  

CS1 collector:  I opened this place for myself because I want to keep the children 

because their parents needed someone to leave the children when they 

were at work; so we decided that I would take them and they would pay 

me cheap amount of R300 a month. 

The researcher observed the play-room in which the children were lying down (Figure 6.3.5:5) 

and the place did not appear to be supported by any funding sources, such as the Lottery and 

the Department of Social Development, because the resources were minimal, and thus not 

adequate for enough childcare. The scrap collector was asked who looked after the children 

when she went out to collect scrap. The scrap collector responded:  

CS1 collector: When I go to collect scrap, the children are looked after by my daughter 

who then teaches them lessons and gives them food. 

The creche appeared to be run informally and as a family business, with no other employees 

involved.  

Theme 30: Participation in other waste streams 

The SLF framework (SLF) livelihood components recognise that people have different sources 

on which they rely to make a living; the scrap collectors in this study also relied on selling 

other waste recyclables in addition to scrap. Glass, wastepaper, plastic and scrap metal were 

among the various waste streams identified by Coetzer (2010). The sub-themes that follow 

discuss the findings related to various waste streams in which scrap collectors participated. 
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Sub-theme 30.1: Participating in selling plastic waste for an income  

The women in case studies Mthatha, Qumbu and Xhora participated in collecting plastic waste 

as a means of augmenting their earnings. Figure 6.3.5:6 below is a photo taken in an area called 

Slovo (Mthatha), where two women took the researcher voluntarily to their house to show him 

the collected and stored plastic material.  

 

Figure 6.3.5:6 Plastic waste material stored in the yard of a scrap collector in Slovo, Mthatha 

(Source: Researcher) 

During the interview, the two scrap collectors stated that they collected plastic waste, as well 

as scrap, and that they collect the plastic waste as a means of supplementing their income while 

waiting to transport the scrap to Durban. Furthermore, they reported that they did not sell plastic 

waste in Durban, but only in Mthatha, because the money earned from this activity was very 

little compared selling scrap. The scrap collectors made the following comments concerning 

selling the plastic bottles in Mthatha.  

CS1 collector: I sell the plastic bottles at Plaza shop in Mthatha to make myself more 

money. 

SC1 collector: I collect lots of plastic bottles in town and in the places around here and 

I will sell them at Tata Waste in Town é If you collect a huge bag for 

plastic bottles you get R 50.00 at Tata Waste. I use it to buy food while 

I am still awaiting to go and sell in Durban.  



243 

 

Similarly, women in Xhora and Qumbu were involved in collecting and selling plastic (PET 

bottles) waste. However, they stated that they did not collect plastic waste frequently because 

they had to travel to Mthatha to sell plastic, which meant that they had to hire transport. This 

was counterproductive as they would not even earn enough money from selling plastic to pay 

for the transport they hired. Women in the Xhora case study stated: 

CS3 collector:  Plastic doesn't make much money and we don't sell it these days. 

CS3 collector:  It's far away from where the plastic is sold. We have to go and sell it in 

Mthatha, so we have to pay a lot and we need a car to take our plastic 

bags and the money is too small for plastic. 

Some participants in the case study Qumbu reported similar experiences as those of case study 

Xhora, namely, that the money earned was not sufficient and thus they did not participate in 

selling plastic regularly.  

CS2 collector:  We don't get much money when we sell plastic - better the scrap. 

CS2 collector: I only sell plastic when I do not have enough scrap collected and ready 

to be sold in Durban. The money helps at least but it is not good enough. 

The above information gathered from the investigated scrap collectors in the three case studies 

is similar in that they all sell plastic to earn money while waiting for a lift to Durban to sell 

their scrap. The selling of plastic waste generated a very meagre income, but it did provide 

them with a little money while they were waiting for transport to Durban.  

Sub-theme 30.2: Participating in glass waste  

Glass recycling can include collecting bottles and jars to be reused, cullet (crushed glass), or 

broken glass (DEAT, 2005). In all of the case studies, the women were involved in collecting 

glass waste. However, in all three case studies, scrap collectors sold the collected bottles of 

used alcohol ï if in good condition - in local taverns because these were close to their homes 

as opposed to the BBCs in Durban. Figure 6.3.5:7 below was taken in Slovo, where women 

were collecting bottles and waiting to take them to the taverns. In the case of glass waste, the 

scrap collectors interviewed stated that the price for a kilogram of glass was very low, implying 

that BBCs were not an option. 
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Figure 6.3.5:7 Women seated in the yard of one scrap collector in Mthatha 

(Source: Researcher) 

The following similar sentiments were shared by the investigated scrap collectors from all three 

case studies.  

CS1 collector:  I sell returnable bottles at 70c each in pricing in the local taverns.  

CS2 collector:  While I wait for my load of scrap to get bigger, I sell glass bottles in 

taverns around my place so that I can have the money to buy bread. 

CS3 collector: The glass is difficult to handle if we take it to BBCs and they pay a little 

R1 per kg, which is why we only sell it to taverns. 

The findings above suggest that taverns were a physical and financial asset to scrap collectors 

because they would buy back returnable bottles which they needed when they bought alcohol 

from larger companies. 

Sub-theme 30.3: Participating in collecting and selling e-waste  

E-waste recycling, according to Lok Wu (2022), is the process of extracting valuable materials 

that can be reused in a new electronic appliance before shredding the discarded e-waste into 

small pieces. The photo below (Figure 6.3.5:8) was taken in Emnyameni (Xhora) in the yard 

of a scrap collector who collected electric stoves to retrieve cables and sell them at the BBCs 

in Durban. 
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Figure 6.3.5:8 E-waste collected by a scrap collector in Emnyameni, Xhora 

(Source: Researcher) 

In all three case studies, the women were also involved in e-waste collecting, but they all 

indicated that it was not easy to find it as many people were involved in collecting e-waste. 

E-waste includes almost any household or business item containing circuitry or electrical 

components with either power or battery supply (Step Initiative, 2022).  

CS1 collector: I collect stoves and microwaves to get copper inside them, but it is not 

easy to find e-waste. Many people are looking for it.  

All participants in the three case studies had one and the same goal that drove them to 

participate in e-waste collection:  to supplement their income from collecting and selling scrap. 

The following quotations supports these findings. 

CS2 collector:  We also collect e-waste and selling it to make more money. 

CS3 collector: Copper from the e-waste material is expensive and it is making more 

money for me.  

The women in Qumbu admitted to being afraid of selling e-waste because people who sell e-

waste items are suspected of stealing them from somewhere. These findings are supported by 

the following sentiments. 

CS2 collector: I collect electrical items, but I collect them in fear because they are often 

said to be stolen. 

CS2 collector: I'm afraid of electrical things. They always say these things are stolen 

somewhere else.  
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The concerns expressed by the scrap collectors interviewed in Qumbu are similar to those 

expressed by BBC representatives in earlier sections of this chapter. Presenting identification 

documents was then introduced as a requirement, as previously reported by BBC participants, 

to hold people who had stolen e-waste from other companies accountable. Mr Xolani Patiki, 

Mayor of Buffalo City Municipality in the Eastern Cape, expressed similar concerns and 

reported that scrap metal businesses might be prohibited in future12. The Mayor stated that he 

would present the idea of closing such businesses to the South African National Government 

for consideration, as the cable theft scourge had affected many municipalities across the 

country (Bonani & Nini, 2022). These ólivelihood-detrimental threatsô [researcher emphasis] 

issued by the Mayor, if carried out, would be detrimental to the livelihoods of scrap collectors 

throughout South Africa. The SLF framework's (DFID, 1999) component of transforming 

structures and processes warns that decision-making bodies, such as municipalities, may allow 

poor people access to resources, but they may also formulate policies that prevent poor people 

from accessing resources, as in the case of the Buffalo City Mayor's announcement. 

Theme 31: Measures to ensure food security through subsistence farming  

The women in the Qumbu case study stated that they had engaged in subsistence farming as a 

means of ensuring food security for their children and family in the event that they did not 

make enough money from scarp collection. These strategies were very helpful - especially 

during the hard lockdown of COVID. Subsistence farming entails one subsistence farmer, 

family or a group of people growing only enough vegetables to feed themselves (Zylem, 2021). 

According to Ngwexana (2018), women in the rural areas are largely engaged in subsistence 

farming for household food security. Similarly, Zimu-Biyela (2021) posits that subsistence 

farming is not only important for food security but also helps break the poverty cycle. The 

following comments regarding subsistence farming were reported only in the Qumbu case 

study.  

CS2 collector: Siyazondla [we feed ourselves] by small farming that is helping us with 

vegetables so that at least we do not buy everything.  

CS2 collector: We get the food form the garden that we did ourselves.  

 
12 Full article found https://www.dispatchlive.co.za/news/2022-08-05-pakati-calls-for-banning-of-scrap-metal-

businesses/  

https://www.dispatchlive.co.za/news/2022-08-05-pakati-calls-for-banning-of-scrap-metal-businesses/
https://www.dispatchlive.co.za/news/2022-08-05-pakati-calls-for-banning-of-scrap-metal-businesses/
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CS2 collector:  When we do not collect scrap, we keep ourselves busy in the garden so 

that we can grow vegetables and do not buy them; rather we save money. 

The findings above suggest that women in Qumbu prioritised their household gardens as a 

means of providing food as those who were responsible for children required food on a daily 

basis. The SLF framework (DFID, 1999) was conceived as a tool for understanding poverty 

and working towards its abolition, and it is clear that the women engage in agricultural activities 

to feed themselves (DFID, 2000; Lombard, 2019). However, agricultural activities in the 

current study were minimal as they were reported in only one case study and, overall, collecting 

scrap was the predominant activity to earn a livelihood. 

Theme 32: Using scrap metal money to start a small business that buys and sells  

During the study, the Mthatha and Xhora women mentioned that they had opened small 

businesses with the money they had obtained from selling scrap: they used the money to buy 

other goods, such as curtains, pots, and clothes, in Durban and sold these in the communities 

in Mthatha and Xhora. The women in case study Qumbu did not engage in entrepreneurial 

activities. The following remarks made by Mthatha participants provide evidence in this regard.  

CS1 collector: We make money through buying and selling things to other people. We 

do not rely alone on what we receive after selling the scrap.  

CS1 collector I am selling accessories to other women. I buy them in Durban so that I 

can make extra money for myself. 

CS1 collector: We have deals on cheap stock in Durban and we buy things and sell 

them in the places where we stay.  

The investigated scrap women in case study Xhora made similar comments. 

CS3 collector:  We buy other things with the money we get in Durban. 

CS3 collector: I use the money to buy curtains, pots, and cheap clothes that I will sell 

in my place.  
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Figure 6.3.5:9 Scrap collectors in Emnyameni, Xhora, in their own small business 

(Source: Researcher) 

CS3 collector: I use the money I get in Durban to open a small business and sell 

things to people. 

Some of the women who arrive in Durban sell clothing to the other scrap collectors who are 

traveling from various nearby areas. As a means of providing for their families, the women 

have created this market for themselves. This is supported by the findings that follow. 

 

Figure 6.3.5:10 Women in Durban show-casing the clothes that they sell to other women 

(Source: Researcher) 

Durban scrap collector from Mthatha:  I sell the clothes when I get here to other women. 

I am making money, my child, and I have made 

them myself. 
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The above findings are consonant with the notion of resilience propounded by van Breda 

(2018) who posits that vulnerable people, even in the face of adversity, have the urge to 

continue moving forward. Similarly, the SLF framework (DFID, 1999) emphasises that people 

are instinctively determined to address vulnerability. Despite the difficulties which the scrap 

collecting women faced in their waste selling activities, they had found a way to make a living 

beyond these challenges.  

6.3.6. Livelihood Outcomes  

The accomplishments or outputs of livelihood strategies are referred to as livelihood outcomes 

in the context of the SLF (DFID, 1999). These accomplishments are determined by the 

individuals themselves and should centre on their priorities. It is clear that what is important is 

to have a better life and improved living conditions. The SLF posits that the outcomes which 

are important to poor people include having more income, increased well-being, improved self-

esteem, reduced vulnerability and improved food security (GLOPP, 2008; DFID, 1999; 

Lombard, 2019). The investigated scrap collectors engaged in their various income-producing 

activities mainly to achieve their livelihood outcomes or goals which are presented in the 

following sections.  

Theme 33: To ensure adequate food security for their families 

The scrap collectors interviewed in the case studies of Mthatha, Xhora, and Qumbu confirmed 

that they were involved in scrap collection and selling activities primarily to provide adequate 

food for their families (food security). Food security can be described as access by all people 

at all times to adequate food of good quality for an active and healthy life (El Neel, 2018). 

Having food, even if it was insufficient, was an important livelihood outcome for the scrap 

women.  

CS1 collector: I joined other women collecting because I wanted to buy food for my 

children.  

CS2 collector: There are no people that help us with food, so I started collecting so that 

I can buy food for my family. 

SC3 collector: I want to buy food for my children.  

The study's findings confirm that the women included in the quantitative survey mostly ran 

single-headed households, as evidenced by their marital status. Thus, they most probably bore 
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the sole responsibility of providing food for their families, and, according to the SLF 

framework (DFID, 1999), improved food security is critical for vulnerable individuals. 

Theme 34: Having money to contribute to social clubs and earning multiple incomes 

According to the SLF (DFID, 1999; Lombard, 2019), an increased income means greater 

amounts of money coming into the household (or their own pocket) and, therefore, ensures the 

economic sustainability of livelihoods. All the scrap collectors interviewed in the three case 

studies stated that having financial capital was an important goal for their livelihood. According 

to the findings relating to livelihood strategies, the women had joined stokvels primarily to 

generate money, which meant more income to contribute to the social clubs, which again 

translated into generate more money for themselves.  

CS3 collector: You know, my child, we are women, and we have our own ways of 

generating income and one of them is to join stokvel. For me it is 

possible to do these things with other women because at least I have 

little money I get from selling the scrap to contribute on monthly stokvel. 

CS1 collector:  I use the money I get to contribute to the social club so that we can have 

money in December.  

CS2 collector: We keep money in our social club so that we can have money, we lend 

other people, and it generates and making us money. 

The above findings clearly show that the women had the ability to think ahead of time as they 

saved money to ensure economic sustainability in the future. According to the SLF (DFID, 

1999), financial resources are important for the poor because having money opens up the 

possibility of obtaining other capitals. 

Theme 35: Being able to send children to school and pay for their educational expenses 

Participants in all three investigated case studies stated that one of the most important aspects 

of their involvement in collecting scrap and selling it was to send their children to school and 

be able to pay the school fees. In the context of the SLF (DFID, 1999), these are non-material 

assets that are critical for enabling the poor to have access to resources that would increase 

their ability to live a better life. Sending children to school improves their future prospects ï 

and thus their future living conditions. The following sentiments were shared by the scrap 

collectors.  
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CS3 collector:  My child, you know what I like is that even if we are struggling to make 

a lot of money with the scrap, but we can pay school funds for our 

children. 

CS1 collector: Schools in our days are places for the happiness of our children. 

Sometimes they go to the tour trips in East London to enjoy themselves 

and their educators will write us letters that we need to pay 

contributions and because we are trying to sell the scrap at least we can 

manage to pay contributions so that our children can be happy like other 

children at school.  

CS2 collector: The money I get from selling the scrap is helping me to pay school fees 

for my children. 

In case study Mthatha one of the interviewed women scrap collectors mentioned that she had 

achieved her goals and had enrolled her child in a higher institution of learning to complete her 

studies.  

CS1 collector: My child is in WSU [Walter Sisulu University] in Mthatha. I am able to 

send money to her so that she can buy things that she wants and look 

like other children.  

Similarly, in case study Qumbu one interviewed woman mentioned that her child had 

completed her higher degree through UNISA, and she had been supporting her.  

CS2 collector:  I started collecting and selling the scrap because I wanted to have 

money for when my child wants money and I have been giving her. She 

studies in UNISA [University of South Africa]. 

Looking at the findings above, it is clear that, if the women scrap collectors had a diverse set 

of livelihood options, they would achieve their goals.  What would hamper them would be a 

lack of access to larger resources.  

6.4. Chapter Summary  

This chapter took the form of a detailed presentation, discussion and analysis of the findings 

of the study, using an integrated approach that included both quantitative and qualitative 

findings concurrently. The themes that emerged from both the quantitative and qualitative 

components were integrated and categorised according to the SLF components, namely, 
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vulnerability context, livelihood assets, structures and processes, livelihood strategies and the 

livelihood outcomes. These categories enabled the scoping of the findings very well. From the 

five SLF components thirty-five themes emerged and were integrated with the existing 

literature. The findings suggest that the hardships encountered by the scrap collectors in the 

rural Eastern Cape are predominantly related to the context of their work. A number of specific 

concerns have arisen. The women experienced poor working conditions and earned a poor 

income which had never guaranteed better living conditions nor supported their families 

adequately. They received no support from the institutions in the community. However, despite 

these challenges the scrap collectors had endeavoured to ensure survival, demonstrating this 

instinctive drive through livelihood strategies that they had adopted in order to achieve their 

livelihood outcomes. The hardships that the scrap collectors encountered also affected their 

families as the participants in the study were also the breadwinners for their families. The 

sustainability of scrap collecting appears to be at stake owing to a pool of challenges that have 

been highlighted in this chapter.  

SPSS software was used to analyse the quantitative results. Relevant excerpt snippets from the 

participants' verbal responses to the open-ended questionnaire questions were included in the 

descriptive statistics which the analysis produced. The translations of the responses from 

isiXhosa into English made it clear that minor nuances in meaning could be discovered when 

particular thoughts and concepts were stated in different languages. To put the quantitative 

study's findings in the proper research context, pertinent information from the evaluated 

literature has been incorporated into the explanation of the study's findings. The qualitative 

findings were analysed by means of thematic analyses and categorised in their presentation 

according to the SLF categories. The chapter which follows takes the form of a summary and 

conclusion and provides recommendations in relation to the findings that emanated from the 

present study.  
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CHAPTER 7: 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

7.1. Introduction  

The preceding chapter outlined, presented and analysed the research findings using the SLF 

categories. Data were compared across all investigated case studies and integrated with the 

relevant literature. Before making recommendations, this chapter summarises the study in order 

to draw meaningful conclusions from the findings, the application of the theoretical framework, 

and the application of the methodology. The current study aimed to conduct an in-depth 

analysis of the livelihoods of female scrap collectors in South Africa's rural Eastern Cape 

Province, using the sustainable livelihoods framework (SLF) as a guide, in order to answer the 

questions as stated in Chapter 1:  

¶ What are the factors that affect the livelihoods of female collectors of scrap metal in 

the rural Eastern Cape adversely and render them a vulnerable population? 

¶ What are the livelihood assets of female collectors of scrap metal in the rural Eastern 

Cape? 

¶ How do existing policies, administrative procedures, and government institutions affect 

the livelihoods of female collectors of scrap metal in the rural Eastern Cape at present? 

¶ What are the strategies that female collectors of scrap metal in the rural Eastern Cape 

adopt or develop to generate livelihoods? 

¶ What are the outcomes of the strategies that female collectors of scrap metal in the rural 

Eastern Cape adopt or develop to generate livelihoods? 

The research aim, which was set to analyse the livelihoods of female scrap collectors in the 

rural Eastern Cape of South Africa, using the sustainable livelihood framework (SLF) as 

the lens to make the analysis was successfully achieved as the case study research design 

enabled access to the participants across the three investigated case studies in the rural Eastern 

Cape Province in order to meet all set objectives of the present study: 

¶ Objective 1: To explore the context of vulnerability of female scrap collectors 

¶ Objective 2: To investigate the livelihood assets of female scrap collectors 
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¶ Objective 3: To identify and analyse the policies, institutions and processes affecting 

the waste pickersô livelihood 

¶ Objective 4: To explore, observe, and describe the livelihood strategies of the scrap 

collectors  

¶ Objective 5: To analyse the livelihood outcomes of female scrap collectors 

The research objectives yielded data that were deemed to be appropriate through using relevant 

trustworthiness approaches in each of the investigated case studies. The preceding chapter is 

an indication of how the study objectives enabled the gathering of data through all the phases 

of the research and depicts the outcome of the study in detail. It is important to note that these 

objectives were aligned with each category of the SLF framework that is used in the study. 

The following sections of the chapter summarise specific aspects of the thesis with a view to 

drawing conclusions. Recommendations based upon the findings of the research are made, and 

based on the micro-, meso- and macro-intervention levels in social work practice. Suggestions 

for future research pertaining to scrap collectors (waste pickers) are also offered. Summaries 

and conclusions will be presented as follows:  

¶ Motivation and methodology for the study  

¶ Relevance of the study within existing literature  

¶ Theoretical framework employed in the study  

¶ Application of the methodology  

¶ The findings of the study 

The following section will summarise the motivation for the study and the research 

methodology employed.  

7.2. Summary and Conclusions: Motivation and Significance of the Study  

The first chapter of this thesis outlined the significance of and motivation for the current study. 

Following the completion of the research, it is reiterated that the current study is significant, 

and its contribution to the debate pertaining to women's involvement in the waste sector is 

acknowledged. The studyôs contribution extends to the significance of womenôs emancipation 

through policies that aim at their inclusion for economic opportunities. The plight of women in 

the context of the waste sector continues to be noted, as there are disparities in terms of gender: 

women do not experience full recognition as opposed to men in the waste sector. The consulted 

literature has highlighted that the need for inclusive approaches in the formal waste 
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management sector is rising. Samson (2021) notes that there is evidence of recognition of waste 

pickers, including women: some municipalities in South Africa have taken the initiation to 

establish an inclusive economy that seeks to accommodate waste pickers. The present study 

also endeavours to focus the attention of decision-making structures on the growing plight of 

women in rural spaces. The efforts of continued scientific investigations are aligned with the 

vision of creating a conducive environment in which waste pickers are significantly appreciated 

by local ï and national - structures. It is also incumbent upon social workers in practice and in 

research to engage in active social policy making forums to formulate policies that address 

issues of gender differences. Addressing the challenges encountered by women in the waste 

sector is consistent with the SDGs (UN, 2015) which focus on gender equality by stressing, in 

particular, women as targets for economic inclusion.  

7.3. Summary and Conclusions: Relevance of the Study within existing 

Literature  

The study resonates well with the existing literature pertaining to the plight of waste pickers in 

South Africa by adding much valuable information regarding the challenges which scrap 

collectors encounter - particularly in the rural Eastern Cape. It is worth noting that the research 

on scrap collection did not focus much on street and landfill waste pickers in the context of 

South Africa. However, the hardships that the scrap collectors identified in the present study 

are also experienced by street and landfill waste pickers. Despite the fact that the research was 

limited to scarp collectors in particular, it did endeavour to close a gap by documenting scrap 

collectorsô activities. The theoretical input, therefore, of the study becomes relevant as it seeks 

to contribute to new knowledge pertaining to the field of waste management. The relevant 

consulted literature in Chapter 3 confirms that the present study reflects accurately on the plight 

of waste pickers, in South Africa and globally. Further research and documenting of scarp 

collecting activities is required in order to develop a pool of knowledge that feeds into the 

existing literature.  

7.4. Summary and Conclusions: Theoretical Framework employed in the 

Study  

The sustainable livelihoods framework (SLF) (DFID, 1999) was used as the theoretical lens 

for the study, as well as for understanding and verifying the findings. The current study was 

conceptualised using the components of the sustainable livelihood framework, namely the 



256 

 

vulnerability context, livelihood assets, transforming institutions and structures, livelihood 

strategies, and livelihood outcomes. The SLF components were used to formulate and align the 

study's specific objectives with the SLF.  The significance of alignment stems from the research 

aims, which were to analyse the livelihoods of female scrap collectors in South Africa's rural 

Eastern Cape.  Using the lens of the SLF components made it possible to create a detailed 

picture of the risks involved in scrap collecting activities.  

The SLF was used as a tool to understand poor peopleôs vulnerabilities better. To accomplish 

this, all the SLF components mentioned in the previous section were used to unpack the 

realities of the investigated scrap collectors. The close relationship between the SLF 

components provided sufficient information on how scrap collectors survive despite the 

numerous challenges they face. Their vulnerability context became evident, adequately 

underscored by the collected data. The livelihood assets component was used to evaluate the 

resources at the disposal of the scarp collectors to help them escape their vulnerable situation. 

The concept of transforming structures and institutions analysed authorities and policies that 

impacted the livelihoods of the female scrap collectors, and the component of livelihood 

strategies looked at the external activities from which scrap collectors drew their strengths in 

order to keep their livelihoods assured. Finally, the livelihood outcomes looked into the ability 

of the scarp collectors to satisfy their needs. All these components yielded information, as 

presented in Chapter 6, and were unpacked individually in order to arrive at a thorough 

interpretation of the phenomenon under the investigation.  

Although a thematic approach was used to analyse the data, the latter were presented in 

accordance with the SLF components. The significance of this was to allow for a clear flow of 

results and how they might be interpreted through the lens of the chosen theoretical framework. 

The integration of the data with the SLF theory was done to interpret and verify the results of 

the current study.  

7.5. Summary and Conclusions: Application of the Methodology  

Within the multiple case study design, the quantitative and qualitative data collection 

techniques were applied in which the study intended to comprehensively analyse the 

livelihoods of female scrap collectors in the rural Eastern Cape of South Africa. According to 

Fouche et al. (2021), a methodology is a philosophically and scientifically informed approach 

to systematically solving the research problem. It is a framework that informs all designs, 
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methods and techniques that will be used during the research from start to finish. Utilising 

different data collection techniques, offering detailed descriptions of a studied phenomenon, 

would provide clear guidance for a systematic research process in order to understand the 

phenomenon under investigation comprehensively. Selecting the multiple case study design 

and applying different techniques of data collection is consonant with Chaumbaôs (2013) 

contention that different sources of evidence adds three important elements to social work 

research: voices of participants, comprehensive analyses of phenomena, and enhanced validity 

of findings. This choice in deign application was very effective as it enabled a complete 

analysis of the livelihoods of the female scrap collectors in the investigated case studies. 

According to Fouche et al. (2021), the application of two data collection techniques of both 

qualitative and quantitative, enables an integration of both numeric data and text information 

as contributed by the study participants.  

For example, the quantitative method - the survey questionnaire - sought to provide the 

demographic profile of the female scrap collectors, which would have been impossible if only 

the qualitative method ï the interviews and observations ï had been used. At the same time, 

the qualitative component expanded on important quantitative information that emerged from 

the survey. The findings thus extracted are summarised in the following sections.  

7.6. Summary and Conclusions: The Findings of the Study 

The summary and conclusions with regard to the current study's research findings can be 

established by determining whether the study's research objectives were addressed. The 

following is a summary of the study's research findings as they align with its stated objectives.  

7.6.1. Research Objective 1: To explore the context of vulnerability of female scrap 

collectors 

Objective 1 of the broader study was met in a two-folded manner, namely, the review of the 

literature and through the data that emanated during the research itself. Chapter 3 of the thesis 

provided a literature review pertaining to the hardships of waste pickers in the context of their 

work, the literature consulted gave adequate information regarding Objective 1 of the study. 

The research findings presented in the present study provided ample data pertaining to the 

challenges and hardships encountered by scrap collectors in the rural Eastern Cape, and thus 

Objective 1 was met. Soliciting information in relation to Objective 1 of the study was done by 
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means of a survey questionnaire and individual interviews. This combination provided the 

following themes that clearly reflected on the vulnerability context of the women:  

Summary of findings related to Objective 1:  

Theme 1: Poor working conditions 

¶ Sub-theme 1.1: The number of years which the participants had spent working as 

scrap collectors  

¶ Sub-theme 1.2: The trucks are too dangerous for the scrap collectors' lives 

¶ Sub-theme 1.3: Tensions between taxi drivers and truck drivers over the 

transportation of scrap collectors to Durban 

¶ Sub-theme 1.4: The presence of óamapharaô on the sites 

¶ Sub-theme 1.5: The absence of built structures to protect scrap collectors during 

adverse weather conditions at work sites 

¶ Sub-theme 1.6: Abandoned at the detour along the N2 highway by truck drivers 

¶ Sub-theme 1.7: A lack of safety equipment and adequate working tools 

¶ Sub-theme 1.8: Truck drivers have duped women and stolen their scrap 

¶ Sub-theme 1.9: Lack of sorting facilities 

¶ Sub-theme 10: Lack of toilet facilities for women while traveling to Durban  

Theme 2: Heath risks encountered by the scrap collectors 

Theme 3: The extent to which scrap collecting activities affect the nurturing of children 

and the implications on childcare 

¶ Sub-theme 3.1: Children are involved in the scrap collecting activity and the schoolôs 

activities are interrupted  

¶ Sub-theme 3.2: Deprivation of adequate nurturance for children 

¶ Sub-theme 3.3: The responsibility of looking after children is the burden of older 

siblings of some scrap collecting mothers 

¶ Sub-theme 3.4: Children of scrap collecting mothers are exposed to unsafe 

environments 

Theme 4: The effect of the COVID-19 lockdown on metal prices [kilogram (Kg) prices] 

Theme 5: Stigmatisation and the discouraging perceptions of community members 

The findings reveal that the working context of the scrap collectors across the three investigated 

case studies is rife with obstacles and difficulties. The study which Schenck et al. (2016) 
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conducted pertaining to the enabling factors of the existence of waste pickers in South Africa 

concurs with the present study in this regard. In addition, the application of Component 1 of 

the SLF (DFID, 1999) made it easy to identify the vulnerability context of the scrap collectors, 

thus making the SLF an appropriate theoretical lens applied in the study. The scrap collectors 

were also exposed to health risks while engaged in scrap collecting. The extent to which their 

children were affected has also been apparent. The mothersô activities are putting children at 

risk and depriving them of the opportunity to go to school and of good nutrition. The research 

also established that the COVID-19 epidemic had been one of the major shocks that profoundly 

affected the scrap collectors. COVID-19 changed the financial situation of all countries around 

the world, leaving the poor in an unenviable position and unable to escape vulnerability. In 

addition to the other challenges, the women continued to experience stigmatisation by their 

own communities. The stigma associated with their work is an indication that people are not 

aware of the benefits of waste recycling activities for their environment and health.  

7.6.2. Research Objective 2: To investigate the livelihood assets of female scrap collectors 

The summary of the findings that are aligned with Objective 2 of the study are included in the 

section which follows.  

Summary of findings related to Objective 2:  

Human Capital  

Theme 6: Levels of Education 

Theme 7: The skills acquisition of the participants  

Theme 8: Participantsô self-reported levels of proficiency in spoken English  

Physical Capital  

 Theme 9: The availability of scrap  

Theme 10: Transport availability ï óBakkie for collectionô 

Theme 11: Trucks as secondary assets for women scrap collectors  

Theme 12: The existence of buy-back centres (BBCs) is beneficial to women.  

Social Capital  
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Theme 13: Scrap collectors have maintained a good relationship with the police 

officers.  

Theme 14: Participation in social savings clubs for financial support 

Theme 15: Support that scrap collectors receive from the local churches  

Theme 16: Community members offered support to the scrap collectors.  

Theme 17: Relations and assistance among the scrap collectors  

Financial Capital  

Theme 18: The income earned by scrap collectors from collecting and selling scrap  

Theme 19: The scrap collectorsô reliance on social grants  

Theme 20: Financial resources versus the number of dependants  

The findings have been separated into four themes, namely, human capital, physical capital, 

social capital and financial capital. The quantitative and qualitative data concerning the levels 

of skills acquisition and language proficiency have been used to determine the human capital 

abilities of the women in the investigated case studies, and the conclusion has been drawn that 

there is limited educational attainment amongst the scrap collectors in the rural Eastern Cape. 

The Mthatha case study showed better results than the Xhora and Qumbu case studies in terms 

of educational attainment. According to Viljoen et al. (2015), there are fewer job prospects for 

waste pickers in the formal sector of the economy as they have poor human capital 

development. Furthermore, the inability of the waste pickers to communicate with authorities, 

because their poor command of English means that they cannot express their needs accurately 

enough. 

The findings also foreground the physical assets that were helpful to the waste pickers and 

made their scrap collecting activities viable. The availability of scrap on its own is an important 

óprimaryô asset for scrap collectors. The women also hired bakkies (pick-ups), a ósecondaryô 

asset to help them with collecting scrap metal and other recyclables in their village, as this 

made their work easier and saved time. However, it is apparent from the findings that some 

women ï even in the very same case study as others who could hire bakkies - could not afford 

such transport. In Schenck et al.ôs (2017) study the availability of trucks was also considered 

a ósecondaryô resource that enabled scrap collectors to sell their scrap metal in Durban. Again, 
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the concern that these finding raise is that, if a scrap collector does not have transport (or cannot 

afford to hire it) for local scrap collection, the likelihood of having fewer loads to sell in Durban 

is greater than for those who have local transport, and thus the income would also be less. It is 

worth noting that the women had engaged in risky relationships with the truck drivers (by 

offering them money with which to bribe traffic officers) as they had no access to the driversô 

identification details. Nevertheless, these truck drivers remain an asset to the scrap collectors. 

The buy-back centres (BBCs) are also an essential physical asset, as reported by the scrap 

collectors, in that the BBCs create the opportunity for them to sell their scrap and thus provide 

them with much needed money.  

Reliance on social support from various people and groups became apparent in the research 

findings. Social capital has become an important element in the lives of the women as they 

have had to draw strength from a number of social support systems available in order to cope. 

The scrap collectors had forged close relationships with the police officials as they wanted 

protection when they were in crisis. The police had become a trusted community institution for 

them. The researcher also noted that the scrap collectors had created extended networks 

amongst themselves in order to provide the space for mutual support. Moreover, they had been 

receiving assistance from the local churches. It appears that the local churches were very 

involved in social support, as they had come to realise that the scrap collectors needed help. In 

the study which Xweso et al. (2021) had conducted on day labourers in the informal sector, the 

churches were found to be assisting with food parcels.  In the context of the SLF (DFID, 1999), 

the social capital provided a buffer against the hardships that the scrap collectors encountered 

and presented a safety net to ensure survival.  

For the women in the study, and across the investigated case studies, financial capital is an 

important aspect that contributes to the functioning of their families. The women reported that 

their income from collecting and selling scrap was not sufficient to afford them the decent life 

that they wanted to live. In a good month, the women earned between R 2000.00 and R 4000.00, 

as shown in Figure 6.9 (in chapter 6) and in a bad month the income bracket was R 400.00 - R 

700.00 as illustrated in Figure 6.10 (in chapter 6). According to the statistics of this research, 

these two income brackets had the highest frequency across all three investigated case studies. 

These results raise concerns regarding the sustainability of scrap collecting, as the economic 

status of South Africa is on the brink of collapse. On the other hand, the scrap collectors were 

receiving social grants - for themselves and for their children ï but these grants are not enough 

to sustain them indefinitely. Viljoen et al. (2018) also confirm that waste pickersô earnings, in 
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general, are low ï too low to put daily meals on the table. In addition, Viljoen et al. (2018) note 

that there is little that waste pickers can do to improve their income as the markets are not 

stable, including the economic position in South Africa.  

7.6.3. Research Objective 3: To identify and analyse the policies, institutions and processes 

affecting the waste pickersô livelihood 

The findings relating to Objective 3 are listed in the sections which follow. In the context of 

the SLF (DFID, 1999), and as used in the present study, the óinstitutions and processesô are the 

institutions and decision-making bodies available in the community that can facilitate - and can 

prevent - access to resources. The experiences of the scrap collectors in the present study 

confirm that the institutions had placed limitations on them although they had provided the 

opportunity for selling the scrap. In addition, these processes and institutions influenced 

peopleôs experiences of inclusion and well-being. The summary of the findings is presented as 

follows.  

Summary of findings related to Objective 3:  

Theme 21: A buy-back centreôs (BBCs) prerequisite for selling of scrap  

Theme 22: Scrap collectors affected by traffic officials who were enforcing adherence 

to road safety laws  

Theme 23: Municipal regulations that affected the scrap collectorsô physical presence 

in town  

Theme 24: Unfulfilled municipal commitments to offer scrap collectors temporary 

work  

The scrap collectors experienced challenges with regard to their interactions with the BBCs in 

Durban. First, they explained that they had opted to use the BBCs in Durban rather than the 

local BBCs in Mthatha because the latter offered them less than those in Durban. It appears 

that the institutions, the BBCs in Mthatha in this case, had not provided access to flexible 

pricing that would have accommodated the scrap collectors. This is consistent with the SLFôs 

component of processes and institution, as institutions can either facilitate waste pickers work 

or can formulate and enforce policies that hobble the activities of scrap collectors (DFID, 199). 

The study revealed that the BBCs in Durban had prescribed procedures that the scrap collectors 

had to follow when trying to sell their collected loads of scrap. For instance, the scrap collectors 

had to produce their identification document without which they were not allowed to enter the 
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BBCs. For the scarp collectors, this prescription would at times jeopardise their chance to earn 

an income from their scrap collecting activities. 

Furthermore, the research revealed that traffic officers had been strict regarding traffic laws: 

the truck drivers were prohibited from carrying loads of scrap and people on the same truck. 

Thus, although the availability of trucks represented a secondary livelihood asset the strict road 

safety rule as stipulated by the Department of Transport, though good for their own safety, had 

a negative impact on their ability to sell their scrap in Durban. 

Moreover, the Mthatha municipality had prohibited the scrap collectors from standing in the 

CBD when waiting for trucks (the N2 runs through the town), the reason being that their 

presence, with the scrap, was not environmentally friendly. The women were told to find a 

place outside the CBD where they could store their scrap. The research revealed that, firstly, 

the municipality had failed with regard to its original promise to provide opportunities for 

temporary employment to the scrap collectors; hence the latter had opted to collect scrap to 

generate an income. Secondly, the municipality was also blamed for not providing sorting 

facilities, and thus the scrap collectors felt that they were being unfairly treated. 

7.6.4. Research Objective 4:  To explore, observe, and describe the livelihood strategies of 

the scrap collectors 

As a means of protecting themselves within their vulnerability context, the women had adopted 

a number of survival strategies that helped to increase the sustainability of their scrap collecting 

activity. In the context of the SLF (DFID, 1999), strategies indicate the range and combination 

of activities undertaken and choices made in order to achieve livelihood goals.  

Summary of findings related to Objective 4:  

Theme 25: Women are employed as domestic workers on a temporary basis.  

Theme 26: Involvement in the sewing project  

Theme 27: Breeding chickens for sale and income  

Theme 28: Making money by selling petrol to members of the community  

Theme 29: Operational day-care for income  

Theme 30: Participating in other waste streams  

¶ Sub-theme 30.1: Participating in plastic waste selling for income  

¶ Sub-theme 30.2: Participating in glass waste selling 
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¶ Sub-theme 30.3: Participating in E-waste selling  

Theme 31: Measures to ensure food security through subsistence farming  

Theme 32: Using scrap metal money to start a small business that buys and sells 

The findings of the study revealed that the scrap collectors had endeavoured to draw strength 

from a number of resources for their survival. This resonates well with the strengths perspective 

discussed by van Breda (2019).  The women had engaged in temporary opportunities, such as 

domestic work, augment their income from selling scrap to BBCs. Moreover, they had also 

created their own small businesses, such as the sewing project, breeding chickens for sale, 

making money by selling petrol to members of the community and operational day-care 

services. The women were also engaged in other waste streams, such as collecting plastic 

waste, glass waste and e-waste. It appears that there were disparities in terms of money received 

from different waste streams, thus engaging in all of them meant multiple sources of income 

instead of relying only on selling scrap. Subsistence farming was also one of the strategies that 

the scrap collectors used to ensure food security for their families and children. Having 

sufficient food was priority number one for the scrap collectors.  

7.6.5. Research Objective 5: To analyse the livelihood outcomes of female scrap collectors 

The findings regarding Objective 5 are summarised in the sections below. The livelihood 

outcomes in the context of the SLF (DFID, 1999) are the achievements that the scrap collectors 

had made as a result of their livelihood strategies. These achievements were determined by the 

scrap collectors themselves and focused on what was important to them. Despite their 

challenging socio-economic context, the scrap collectors had made sure that they had set goals 

for themselves. The findings of the study painted a picture of dedication to earn an income, 

resorting to multiple strategies where and when possible, in order to achieve these outcomes. 

These are summarised as followed.  

Summary of findings related to Objective 5:  

Theme 33: To ensure adequate food security for their families  

Theme 34: Having money to contribute to the social clubs and earning multiple incomes  

Theme 35: Being able to send children to school and pay for their educational expenses 
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The scrap collectorsô involvement in collecting and selling scrap was a survival strategy driven 

by their need to support their families and children. Firstly, according to the findings, one of 

their livelihood outcomes was to have sufficient food for their families. Consistent with the 

SLF (DFID, 1999), improved food security is important as an insufficiency in food is an 

indicator of poverty. Across the three investigated case studies having enough food was the 

main outcome. Secondly, the women also reported that their engagement in collecting and 

selling scrap allowed them to take their children to school and pay their educational expenses 

- even enabling some of their children to enrol in institutions of higher learning. Furthermore, 

reducing the vulnerability factor in their lives was another important outcome. Finally, their 

involvement in social clubs increased the social sustainability of their livelihoods which, in 

turn, would contribute significantly to their pursuit of better livelihood outcomes.  

7.7. Recommendations based upon the Findings of the Study 

In order to provide an inclusive space for waste pickers, particularly the female scrap collectors 

of this current study, and safeguard their livelihood, effective measures need to be taken to 

ensure that their rights are acknowledged and upheld. In addition, the significant role which 

the informal sector has to play in combating the socio-economic effects of unemployment 

needs to be appreciated, and thus the following recommendations are made: 

¶ Adequate amenities along the N2 highway: It is recommended that municipalities in 

the three study sites, Mthatha, Elliotdale and Qumbu, provide adequate resources, such 

as structures where scrap collectors can wait for trucks while remaining safe during 

extreme weather conditions, as well as access to clean water and toilets. 

¶ Helping scrap collectors to seek support from sponsors: The scrap collectors 

requested a truck to help them transport their scrap to Durban. Municipalities could 

help find relevant stakeholders who could provide them with the truck they require. The 

scrap collectors would want guidance on how to approach the appropriate sponsors; in 

some cases, they would need to organise a co-op to receive effective help. The latter is 

covered in the sections that follow. 

¶ Assist scrap collectors to negotiate with truck drivers: The truck drivers' exorbitant 

transport costs were cited by the scrap collectors as a problem. Alternatively, if they 

were unable to find sponsors for a truck, they would need to receive negotiating training 

in order to understand how to bargain with the truck drivers. With truck drivers, scrap 

collectors can negotiate a fee thanks to their innate ability to bargain. At the time of the 
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research, each woman was required to pay R1000 for transportation to Durban, and it 

would be several women being picked up by a truck. The truck drivers thus stood to 

gain more than the women did from their sales in Durban. It would be beneficial if truck 

drivers and women could negotiate. 

¶ Information roadshows: The stigma that scrap collectors face in their local 

communities suggests that people in those communities do not recognise the 

importance of scrap collectors and, consequently, are unaware of the contribution that 

scrap collectors make to their own surroundings. The roadshows, which can be 

organised by the community development divisions of several municipalities, would 

help scrap collectors by informing the public about the difference they make in reducing 

poverty in their homes and how their efforts contribute to the local economy of 

municipalities. The work they do as scrap collectors cannot be considered ódirtyô: they 

are providing for their own households. 

¶ Church-led social and economic initiatives: According to the study's findings, 

churches in the areas where the investigated scrap collectors lived had provided them 

with food and other forms of assistance. In another study on the day labourer 

phenomenon ï a day labourer also being an informal job seeker in South Africa's 

informal sector - a similar case was observed of churches providing food and shelter to 

informal workers in times of need13. Churches are a trusted social capital that promotes 

morale and social order, yet generalization cannot be made on the basis of this. In 

keeping with the theme of social order, an organisation of church people should analyse 

the social ills that society faces, including vulnerable populations in dire poverty, such 

as scarp collectors. Firstly, the church should coordinate social programs that promote 

unity and increase waste pickers' chances of a better life by utilising resources available 

at church and offered by those with an interest in funding trusted bodies, such as 

churches. Secondly, it appears that, by word-of-mouth, churches are trusted by 

international funding bodies, and some churches in South Africa are already funded by 

international structures or institutions. By utilising such funding, churches should 

coordinate economic programs that seek to keep the livelihoods of those involved in 

scrap collecting activities viable and sustainable and provide relief programs and 

financial resources to women scrap collectors during times of crisis. 

 
13 Xweso, M., Blaauw, D. and Schenck, R. (2022). Coping strategies of informal day labourers and the role of 

churches and non- governmental organisations in South Africa. African Journal of Social Work, 12(1), 12-20. 
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¶ Formalisation of stokvels and networking: The women could be invited to 

workshops by people in well-established businesses where they are instructed in how 

to formalise their stokvels. The municipalities could be approached to provide venues 

for such workshops. The stokvels, in the context of the study, were reported to have 

contributed significantly to the lives of scrap collectors as they had achieved much with 

the money they had collected in this manner. The importance to formalise the stokvels 

emanates from the fact that stokvels make good sense in the quest to generate extra 

income; however, they are structurally disconnected from the core economy. The 

relevant municipalities in the vicinity of the investigated scrap collectors could, 

together with people interested in sustainable development and women empowerment, 

develop a social policy, inclusive of the stokvel activities, so that the local economy 

could be transformed through stokvels. To strengthen this initiative, developmental 

practitioners could draw on the broader policies at national level that aim at women 

empowerment and thus access economic opportunities. In addition, this move would 

promote economic transformation for inclusivity and promote a better savings culture 

as opposed to consumerism. A well-developed national plan would ensure that 

economic transformation would lead to enhanced growth and poverty reduction. 

7.8. Recommendations for Social Work Practice at the micro, meso- and 

macro-levels 

Swanepoel and De Beer (2010:53) stress that social work professionals are concerned with 

inducing change. Toomey (2009:181) states that change agents ñplay many different roles in 

the planning, implementation and diffusion of the ideas and projects that they seek to promoteò. 

Such roles include those of facilitator, broker, coordinator, mobiliser and enabler (Kirst-

Ashman & Hull, 2009). Social work professionals, therefore, are not just crucial change agents, 

but also a critical resource for communities trying to break out of the deprivation trap 

(Swanepoel & De Beer, 2010). The interventions with which social work professionals offer a 

variety of services range from micro to meso and macro levels. The recommendations are, 

therefore, made in respect of each level of intervention in social work.  

7.8.1. Recommendations for social work practice at the micro level 

Childcare proved to be a challenge for scrap collectors because they had to leave their families 

when collecting and selling scrap to buy-back centres. The length of time they spent in Durban 

jeopardised their childrenôs development. Taking heed of the fact that these children are 
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susceptible to neglect and the vulnerable conditions of their mothersô work, it would perhaps 

be prudent for social workers, through the theme of child protection, to establish childcare 

centres at which their mothers could drop them off and collect them at the end of their scrap 

collecting activities. Such facilities ought to be designed and equipped with requisite 

infrastructure and services to offer the best possible care and protection to children while also 

being cognisant of the need to maintain low access fees to guarantee the affordability of such 

services to scrap collectors who depend on low and erratic incomes. The current models of 

nursery and pre-schools establishments - largely privately owned - charge exorbitant fees 

which are out of reach of scrap collectors. 

7.8.2. Recommendations for social work practice at the meso level 

According to the SLF (DFID, 1999), poor people's livelihood strategies are what maintains 

them resilient in the face of vulnerability. The women in the study proved to be undeterred 

because they had a number of survival strategies from which they drew strength. These 

included their ability to create small companies as a means of earning a sustained income rather 

than relying only on selling scrap. Considering the essential characteristics of social work and 

its orientation, social work professionals should strive, at a meso level of intervention, to 

alleviate the plight of scrap collectors and enable them to become active agents focusing on the 

following priorities. The recommendations below serve as a contribution of the current study 

to the plight of waste pickers. 

Table 7.8.2:1 Priorities and key focus areas with regard to the plight of scrap collectors 

Priorities regarding the plight of scrap 

collectors  

Key focus areas  

 

Priority #1: Helping scrap collectors form 

and strengthen waste picker cooperatives  

 

Formalisation of the cooperative  

Priority #2: Empowering the women Training and development 

Women's rights  

Economic autonomy  

Participation and decision-making 

Priority #3: Facilitating access to resources  Psychological and emotional resources  

Social grants applications  

Access to mobile health facilities  

Source:  Researcher 
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¶ Priority #1: Helping scrap collectors form and strengthen waste picker cooperatives  

In order to support the women who took part in the study as a group of metal scrap collectors, 

it would be essential to help them establish cooperatives. Scrap collectors should collaborate 

to make their cooperatives viable and increase the income for them. Such cooperatives would 

generate a form of social solidarity that allows scrap collectors to work together and assist one 

another. Moreover, the cooperatives would serve as platforms for facilitating self-advocacy 

conversations that would enable them to feature in the formal waste picking sector. The 

cooperatives would also enable the women scrap collectors to engage in other income 

generating activities, to secure living wages by increasing their ability to negotiate with 

authorities, such as municipalities, in order to obtain access to high-value waste materials, and 

to negotiate better prices with buyers. Through the lens of the SLFôs (DFID,1999) component 

of livelihood outcomes, increased income is important as it would allow scrap collectors to 

achieve their livelihood goals. The waste picking sector's unreliability poses a threat to scrap 

collectors; however, the formation of cooperatives would provide job security, improved 

working conditions and higher wages, resilience to economic shocks, and leadership 

opportunities for women. By forming and formalising cooperatives, scrap collectors could 

strengthen their collective voice and negotiating power with public authorities and other private 

actors in waste management chains. They could also participate in waste management policy-

making processes that would affect their lives, for instance, in the event of dumpsite closures. 

¶ Priority #2: Empowering women  

Social workers anchor their actions within the strengths-based approach to support 

communities and help them develop their own confidence in the face of emergent social 

challenges (Hammond & Zimmerman, 2010). This approach leads professional social workers 

to empower people to become agents in their own upliftment. Also, in line with the SLF (DFID, 

1999), the livelihood strategies from which vulnerable populations can draw strength should 

be made accessible and be polished. In line with the theme of empowerment, social work 

professionals could be key conduits for the creation of sustainable opportunities that would be 

meaningful to the women scrap collectors in their cooperatives. The strengths-based approach 

(van Breda, 2019) lens to intervention could be utilised by social workers to catalyse and 

mobilise programmes that would be developmentally oriented towards scrap collectors 

complement their innate capabilities through the cooperatives. In order to strengthen the 

capacity of women scrap collectors to expand on waste picker collection and maintain an 

entrepreneurial scale, this mobilization would require social workers to work with stakeholders 



270 

 

to implement mechanisms that further economic development to an entrepreneurial scale. 

Considering the rights of scrap collectors in general and recognising the contribution they make 

in the scrap collecting sector as women, means that their rights should be respected and they 

deserve to be treated with dignity and be afforded opportunities to make decisions and gain 

economic independence. Capacity-strengthening interventions for women scrap collectors 

should address topics, such as financial literacy, venture formation, business skills, technical 

skills, sorting of scrap, dismantling of e-waste material, market development, and cooperative 

management and control. Addressing these issues would empower scrap collectors to improve 

the profitability of their current activities and begin a shift towards diversified livelihoods, such 

as micro-manufacturing products from recycled materials. This would give them a larger stake 

in the provincial and national economies. In essence, as Buch et al. (2021) affirm, the necessity 

to empower waste pickers rests solely on maximising their contributions to waste management 

systems. 

¶ Priority#3: Facilitating access to resources  

The women should be assisted by social workers to access important resources that would 

enable them to achieve their livelihood outcomes. These resources, based on the needs of the 

scrap collectors and their livelihood outcomes (DFID, 1999), include:  

¶ Making psychological and emotional resources more accessible: Social workers 

could connect with other available resources to assist scrap collectors in desperate 

situations, particularly if they needed someone to talk to. The stress that scrap collectors 

experience from repetitively having to consider how to sustain their families is 

something that happens occasionally. Speaking to a helpful professional would reduce 

stress and promote self-reliance and encouraged resilience. 

¶ Access to social grants: According to the study's findings, scrap collectors had a large 

number of children to care for, and, at the same time, they had children who did not 

have work. Social workers should assist by sharing information with the mothers re 

applying for SASSA's social relief funding.  

¶ Access to mobile health facilities: The findings of the study indicate that, in the 

context of their work, the women were exposed to health challenges. Visiting doctors 

was impossible as they would then not be able to collect enough scrap, and sometimes 

they could not afford a doctor. Accessible and free mobile health services would benefit 

these women as they would be able to prioritise their health.  
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¶ Information on how to access crops for subsistence farming: The Department of 

Agriculture supplies seeds to communities in rural areas, especially in the Eastern Cape. 

This is a coordinated programme to help improve food security14. Social workers could 

link the scrap collectors with other community development practitioners working for 

the Department of Agriculture to ensure that food security is improved for scrap 

collectors. 

According to the SLF (DFID, 1999), the well-being of vulnerable populations is essential as it 

allows a higher degree of attainment of their livelihood goals. In order to ensure that the 

livelihood outcomes of the scrap collectors are adequately achieved it is important that these 

resources are made available to them.  

7.8.3. Recommendations for social work practice at the macro level 

The following aspects of social work practice at the macro-level should be informed by the 

principles of social justice for vulnerable populations. 

 

Figure 7.8.3:1 Aspects of social work practice at the macro-level 

¶ Multi -institutional collaborations: According to Xweso (2021) multi-institutional 

collaborations could devise appropriate support structures and safety nets for scrap 

collectors by linking them with resources that would sustain their activities. 

Municipalities, local NGOs, the Department of Small Businesses, the Department of 

Social Development and other relevant stakeholders should create collective structures 

 
14 Information on the Department of Agriculture initiative is available at https://www.gov.za/about-sa/agriculture  

Multi -
institutional 

collaborations

Social 
inclusion and 

advocacy 
Social policy 

https://www.gov.za/about-sa/agriculture
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that respond to the needs of scrap collectors. The key priorities, as outlined above, 

should be on the daily agendas of such engagements solely to assist scrap collectors.  

¶ Social policy making: Social policy addresses social ills, wrongs and transformation 

(Sesoko, 2018), and promoting this is one of the roles of social workers. In line with 

the theme of social justice, social workers - in a consultative process with the scrap 

collecting women and other members in the social development fraternity - should be 

engaged in social policy making that addresses the issues encountered by these women. 

Through policy formulations the voices of scrap collectors would be heard by the 

decision-making structures, such as the Government. The issues which policy 

formulation should include:  

- Inclusive economy for local women in the rural areas: There should be 

policies that address how waste pickers are to be included in activities that 

promote economic independence.  

- Rooting out of gender disparities in the rural areas and in the context of 

waste picking: The gender differences apparent in the waste picking sector 

should be tackled through policies that would guide the developmental 

fraternity on how to address issues concerning gender imbalances in the waste 

sector. These should strive to empower women.  

- Addressing the vulnerability and the well -being of women in waste 

picking:  There should be policies that address the plight of vulnerability 

among waste pickers.  

¶ Social inclusion and advocacy: It is incumbent upon social workers that they engage 

in the role of advocacy for scrap collectors. The hardships encountered by scrap 

collectors will not disappear if social workers do not take a stand and advocate human 

rights of those who exist on the fringes of the informal sector. Through advocacy 

efforts, social workers would help scrap collectors navigate within the available 

resources. This resonates well with the developmental approach which seeks to provide 

access to both social relief and economic emancipation for vulnerable populations, such 

as the scrap collectors.  

Priority #4: Facilitating strategic conversations that reinforce integration of waste 

pickers 

The process should unfold by learning from the experiences of the women involved 

in cooperatives. Integration of waste pickers into the formal waste management 

sector is essential as it facilitates recognition of waste pikers and allows for 
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opportunities that would better facilitate their access to financial resources. The 

Waste Picker Integration Guidelines (2020), as stipulated by the Department of 

Environment, Forestry and Fisheries15, envisages partnering with waste pickers who 

have formed cooperatives, as they believe that integration would be more easily 

facilitated if there were formalised cooperatives.  

7.9. Recommendations for future Research  

The findings of this study could make a significant contribution to the existing body of 

knowledge pertaining to waste pickers if they were to be augmented by those of the following 

types of studies: 

¶ Research focusing on the implication of policy frameworks upon the livelihoods of 

waste pickers.  

¶ The implementation of participatory action research processes in developing engaged 

waste management governance systems.  

¶ Research should be done on the nexus between policy making and the implications on 

price fluctuations of recyclables. There appears to be a disconnect and lack of 

standardisation regarding how BBCs go about buying recyclables and arriving at prices. 

Research should seek to provide valid reasons for such differences and possible policy 

approaches that could address the burden of pricing encountered by the scrap collectors.  

¶ The present study reports that there was evidence of poor nurturance of children among 

the female scrap collectors who were interviewed. Research on this topic is limited in 

terms of recommending what measures could be taken to assist scrap collectors with 

adequate care for their children. The researcher proposes that the effect, which the 

mothersô involvement in scrap collecting activities has on their children, should be 

studied in order to establish appropriate measures to assist in such situations.  

¶ New research should focus on advocacy for scrap collectors and, in this way, reinforce 

self-advocacy.  

¶ Research should also focus on interviewing the truck drivers to establish what their 

understanding of the plight ï and importance - of scrap collecting women is.  

 
15  Detailed Waste Picker Integration Guidelines found here https://wasteroadmap.co.za/wp-

content/uploads/2021/02/Waste-Picker-Integration-Guidelines.pdf  

https://wasteroadmap.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Waste-Picker-Integration-Guidelines.pdf
https://wasteroadmap.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Waste-Picker-Integration-Guidelines.pdf
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7.10. Reflexivity Issues  

When I conceptualised the current study in 2019, I was very eager to conduct research into the 

experiences of women in the rural Eastern Cape with regard to their scrap collecting activities 

and how they survived financially. Following that, in early March of 2020, the COVID-19 

epidemic spread globally. As a result, many nations, including South Africa, put restrictions 

on travelling, both within and across national borders. I was anxious and thought: "I am 

wondering if I would be able to find participants for my study, now that we're in the middle of 

COVID-19". I decided to start the reconnaissance phase of the larger study to see whether it 

would be possible to find potential participants for the research, as Schenck et al. (2017) had 

established that scrap collectors were primarily found in rural areas of the Eastern Cape along 

the N2 highway and in places, such as Mthatha and other towns close to Mthatha. I was 

surprised to discover that the women were gathering in various areas along the N2 highway 

despite the fact that it was COVID-19. This demonstrated to me that the challenges of 

unemployment, aggravated by the lockdown during COVID-19, were severe, and the women 

had decided not to sit at home but to be on the road in order to continue selling scrap and 

supporting their families. During my observations, I witnessed the women's forbearance as they 

conversed with each other while waiting for trucks to take them to Durban. 

When I initiated informal conversations with the women in order to establish a researcher-

participant relationship bound by ethical considerations, I was surprised to learn that they 

mistook me for a government official who would improve their lives, as one woman put it: 

"Many people were coming here, and we thought they would change our lives. We are hoping 

that you, as a government employee, will help us as well."  

I seized the opportunity right away to describe the study's goal and explained that, despite the 

fact that I was going to conduct research on their work and challenges, I was not a government 

employee. The women happily accepted that clarification as they believed that my presence in 

their spaces as a researcher was NOT an intrusion and disruption of their ability to carry out 

their work as scrap collectors. It was very helpful to outline to them my work as a researcher 

as it allowed me to meet the participants for interviews after the reconnaissance was over. I 

explained the goal of the study in terms of research ethics aligned with Ubuntu because I had 

to ensure that the women did not see themselves as objects in the process, but as vital to it by 

sharing their vulnerability and experiences. In this context, Ubuntu meant that potential 
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participants were respected from the outset and that it was understood that people should be 

treated with dignity and respect. 

While the study was being conducted, COVID-19 was still concerning and presented 

difficulties because it was occasionally impossible to meet with the participants. This, in my 

opinion, had implications for the plans to carry out the research effectively and collect enough 

information from the potential participants. However, notwithstanding COVID-19 restrictions, 

the participants' willing cooperation simplified matters. Once the research had moved through 

its various stages, I took the position, as researcher, that the participants had greatly contributed 

to the process, and that, without participants, research in the social sciences is not possible. 

Their contributions should be emphatically recognised. 

7.11. Concluding Remarks  

This chapter summarised the discussions contained in this thesis and drew conclusions, as well 

as making recommendations, based on the findings emanating from the broader study. The 

findings have provided comprehensive answers to the research questions - framed to guide the 

study - concerning the livelihoods of female scrap collectors in the rural Eastern Cape of South 

Africa. While the aim of the study was to answer the research questions, the objectives 

generated were met through the successful integration of the findings of the quantitative and 

qualitative components of the study. The quantitative findings permitted a socio-economic 

profile of the scrap collectors in the rural Eastern Cape, while the qualitative data allowed for 

a richly detailed assessment of the hardships which the participants encountered in the context 

of their work. The data derived from the two components of the study were reported according 

to the sustainable livelihood framework. The consulted studies, which have been conducted 

concerning the phenomenon of waste pickers in South Africa, provide evidence that large 

numbers of South Africans continue to be unfairly marginalised, grossly exploited, and denied 

social justice. Despite their predicament, according to the current study, the scrap collectors 

demonstrated resilience by employing survival strategies to support themselves and their 

families. Their plight is not diminished but is exacerbated by South Africa's unemployment 

problems. Accordingly, the social work profession needs to re-affirm its commitment to 

standing at the forefront of the fight for social justice for all South Africans, through advocacy 

and activism, as those who once claimed that they had pledged their lives to doing so appear 

to have acquired other priorities. 
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